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Abstract

When Allan Griffin, Minister for Veterans’ Affairs, stood in front of the
Australian National Memorial at Villers Bretonneux on Anzac Day 2008, he
told the assembled crowd that the Villers Bretonneux story “is not as wellknown in Australia as it should be”. He continued that “our strong
connection with the Anzacs at Gallipoli has, over the years, overshadowed
our commemoration” of Villers Bretonneux.1

Villers Bretonneux is harder to find in Australia’s memory of war than
Gallipoli. But just as Gallipoli holds a sacred place in Australia’s war
memories, Villers Bretonneux has also been imbued with meanings for
Australians over the last ninety years. These meanings have changed over
time and have both complemented, and jarred with, each other.

In 1918, when soldiers of the Australian Imperial Force lived, fought and
died around the town of Villers Bretonneux, they formed close relationships
with the place and the people there. These relationships stretched out to the
Australian home front, so that by war’s end, Villers Bretonneux had
meanings to Australians as a place of military victory, fictive kin, and loss.
In the years immediately following the war Villers Bretonneux was
figuratively adopted by the city of Melbourne, allowing those Victorians

1

The Hon Alan Griffin MP, Minister for Veterans’ Affairs, Commemorative Address at the
Anzac Day Dawn Service, Villers-Bretonneux, France, 25 April 2008.
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who had already formed an attachment to the area in 1918 to deepen that
connection.

But as memorials to Australians were constructed at Villers Bretonneux
during the interwar years, the town again became a place where different
battles were fought. The wartime sacrifices made by school children, and by
women, jostled with an official memory which could only see the soldiers’
sacrifice. The personal relationships Australians had formed with Villers
Bretonneux were overpowered by the bonds and binds of empire; the
ascendancy of a soldier-centric memory evident in the Australian National
Memorial, unveiled in 1938, saw Villers Bretonneux lose the resonance it
had held for Australians during the 1920s. The Twinning of Villers
Bretonneux with Robinvale in Victoria during the 1980s showed how
complete that lack of resonance had become.

Alan Griffin’s speech, however, shows that Villers Bretonneux has begun to
recover a place in Australia’s war memories, one based on personal and
private meanings. It aptly reflects the notion of a journey in search of Villers
Bretonneux, which is the guiding metaphor for this thesis.

v

Prologue

The search begins.

3 January 2000:

I am sitting in the back of my brother’s car, as he hurtles along a very straight,
very flat road, cutting across northern France. We were in Germany yesterday,
and it was snowing then; but in northern France today it is just grey and damp.

“The Australians would’ve fought ‘round here in the First World War, I think”,
I tell my companions. It’s only lunchtime, and we don’t need to be back in the
UK until the following day, so we all decide it would be good to have a look
around at some of the old battlefields and cemeteries. A friend had been in the
area a few months beforehand, I told the others, and she told me about a town
where the locals still remembered the Diggers. “That sounds great!” Phillip
says, “What’s the name of the town?”

The road we were zipping along was the N29, linking Peronne and Mont St
Quentin with Amiens. As we travelled from east to west we passed many signs
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directing us to Commonwealth War Graves Commission cemeteries. Despite
the graves, the war seemed very far away. I stared out the window at the fields
which had swallowed up the bodies of soldiers, at the twisted limbs of bare
trees. I squinted, thinking (hoping) that my blurred vision might make it
possible to imagine what the place had looked like in 1918.

Phillip slowed as we approached a small town. A sign announced we were
entering Villers Bretonneux, and we could not believe our eyes … there were
pictures of kangaroos on the sign. The effect of those kangaroos on a car full of
Aussies, all of whom had been living in the UK for too long, and were well and
truly fed up with another Northern Hemisphere winter, was amazing. Australia,
with its big, wide, blue sky, and its warm yellow sun seemed so far away. And
yet it was like we had discovered a little bit of home. Phillip hit the brakes, and
out we tumbled, clutching our cameras.

Unsure of precisely what we were looking for, after the obligatory photos of the
sign with the kangaroos, we made our way to the Australian National Memorial.
It was bitterly cold, and damp, and as we made our way past the rows and rows
of neat headstones, walking up the hill towards the Memorial, I was struck by
the awful loneliness of the place. There was not another soul around, apart from
the four of us.

2

We stared at the names of the 11,000 missing Australian soldiers carved into the
Memorial, unaware then that the name of Roy Goldsbrough - great, great uncle
to Phillip and myself - was amongst them. We walked slowly, deliberately, and
spoke softly. I am not even sure how long we stayed there, walking amongst the
headstones and reading the names and ages of the Australians who had died
there so long ago, and the inscriptions composed by their loved ones at home.
The sky was heavy with clouds, and my heart was heavy with thinking about so
much wasted humanity.

Heading back down the slope towards the car I noticed a series of plaques and
panels, and eagerly read of the way Australian soldiers had retaken the town of
Villers Bretonneux on 25 April 1918. The date sent shivers up my spine. Anzac
Day! I had never heard of the town before – how could that be? Why did I only
equate 25 April with Gallipoli? This was an Australian success – something to
be proud of, I thought, whereas Gallipoli was a defeat suffered for the sake of
Empire, according to at least some of my undergraduate studies.

As we made our way into the centre of the town I imagined an Anzac Day of the
future, with speeches about the victory of the Australians at Villers Bretonneux,
rather than the usual spiel about the “sacrifice” made by the Australian men at
Gallipoli giving birth to the Australian nation. We passed the kangaroos on the
sign again, and jumped out of the car on the main street, still with no idea of
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what we were doing in such a deserted town. We were the only people on the
street, none of the shops were open, and it was strangely quiet.

We wandered past the Town Hall, and saw the Australian flag flying alongside
the French tricolour. We discovered that we were on Victoria Street, and then
Melbourne Street. Feelings of homesickness mixed with surprise. By the time
we found the local school, Victoria College, with signs declaring “Do Not
Forget Australia”, the national pride that had stirred upon the discovery of the
Anzac Day victory at Villers Bretonneux had begun to roar inside me. Suddenly
the cold cemetery on the hillside outside the town began to seem less lonely,
and less awful. And when I read the plaque outside the school, telling me that
the school was a gift from the school children of Victoria, I knew that the story
of Villers Bretonneux must be about so much more than combat and victory,
and nation and empire, and all the stuff of Anzac Day speeches. The pictures of
kangaroos around the town, and the Australian place names, and the flag flying
outside the Town Hall told me that the Australian men buried in the cold
cemetery may have been far from their homes, and their families, but they were
also somehow amongst friends.

The more I thought about the tangible reminders of Australia at Villers
Bretonneux, the more convinced I became that they were evidence of a rich
story of Australia’s past. Clearly that story began in 1918, but when Phillip
struck up a conversation with a small boy when we went out to eat that evening,
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and when that boy raced away from us to tell his family, with such obvious
excitement, that he had just spoken with Australians, I realised the story was
still very much a part of the consciousness of the local population. But
Australian war stories, so far removed from those physical reminders of
Australia’s past at Villers Bretonneux, had forgotten about the place.

And so my search for the Australian story at Villers Bretonneux had begun.

5

Introduction

Northern France is covered with evidence of the time the men of the
Australian Imperial Force (AIF) spent there during the Great War: from
the official memorials dedicated to the AIF at Villers Bretonneux,
Pozieres and Fromelles; to the Rue de Kanga in Peronne; from the rows of
headstones recording the names of Australians in many Commonwealth
War Graves Commission cemeteries; to the Anzac Hostel in Amiens.
Sometimes the evidence is a little harder to find. A church in a township
liberated by Australian soldiers in late 1918 has evidence which, ninety
years later, can only be found by surreptitiously moving aside some of the
confessionals. There, seen with the aid of torch light, are the initials and
battalion numbers of Australians, carved into the stone walls along with
three or four dates in early September 1918.1

Not too far away from this church is the town of Villers Bretonneux. Here
the presence of Australia is everywhere. The town’s logo is a kangaroo
fashioned from the letters V and B. Plywood kangaroos and koalas
1

Evidence gathered by author, field trip to Villers Bretonneux, Peronne, Mont Saint
Quentin, Pozieres, Dernancourt, Amiens, and cemeteries in surrounding districts, April
2003.
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decorate the façade of the Town Hall. The local monument aux morts sits
adjacent to the Town Hall, and at its foot is a small stone which records
that it is a “souvenir aux Australiens morts pour la liberation de Villers
Bretonneux”, positioned there in honour of the Australian soldiers who
died while defending the town against the Germans in 1918. One of the
streets in the centre of the town is Rue Victoria, another has been named
Rue de Melbourne. The local primary school is called Victoria College,
and above the school assembly hall there is a small musé l’Australie. From
one of the windows within the museum visitors can enjoy a perfect view
of the large sign, painted in bright yellow, in the playground, asking those
who view it to “Never Forget Australia.”

Figure i.1: Some of the reminders of
Australia at Villers Bretonneux. The
town’s monument aux morts, with
memorial tablet honouring the
Australian soldiers at its base, and
Victo ia College
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Figure
i.2: The
town’s
logo; and
the façade
of the
Villers
Bretonneux
Town Hall.

Although many towns in northern France are home to reminders of
Australia, Villers Bretonneux differs from other towns in the region. It is
not simply that there are more reminders of Australia in Villers
Bretonneux than elsewhere. Villers Bretonneux is set apart from
neighbouring towns, in terms of the reminders of Australia, because it is
home to reminders of both the war the Australian soldiers fought there in
1918, and also of Australia’s broader experience of the war. Across
northern France it is the soldiers who are remembered, but at Villers
Bretonneux, through Victoria College, the “gift” sent to the children of the
8

town from the state school children of Victoria, Australian civilians and
their homefront experiences of the war are acknowledged in the memory
of war there. Villers Bretonneux therefore offers a more layered memory
of Australia’s war than that which is on display at other sites across
northern France.

Australia’s relationship with Villers Bretonneux began in 1918, when
Victoria College was simply l’ecole garçons, and when the fields around
the town were theatres of battle. 1918 must therefore be visited in order to
begin uncovering the meanings of the town for Australians. It is that year
which is the focus of the first three chapters of the thesis, first recovering
the details of what happened to the men of the AIF at Villers Bretonneux
throughout 1918, then analysing the way the time they spent there caused
Australians, at the Front and at home, to feel connected to the French
town, and to think of it as what Ken Inglis has described as a “sacred
place”.2

The men of the AIF were stationed in and around Villers Bretonneux for
much of 1918, but their most spectacular endeavour there occurred on the
third anniversary of the landing at Gallipoli. On the night of April 24/25
2

Ken Inglis has used this phrase for the title of his work on Australian war memorials,
reflecting the sense of “holiness” surrounding the memorials. Inglis details the way the
term slipped into common usage in relation to war memorials during the 1980s. The
phrase neatly encapsulates popular Australian attitudes to war memorials, and I have
chosen to use the term throughout the thesis. See KS Inglis, Sacred Places: War
Memorials in the Australian Landscape, Melbourne University Press, Carlton South,
2001 (1998), especially p. 441.
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1918 Australian soldiers skirted around the perimeter of the town of
Villers Bretonneux: the men of three AIF battalions made their way
through the woods to the south, while at the same time the men of another
three battalions made their way up the slope that is now home to hundreds
of Allied war graves in one of the town’s War Graves Commission
cemeteries, and past the site where the Australian National Memorial now
stands. By dawn on Anzac Day 1918 the Germans in the town of Villers
Bretonneux were effectively encircled by soldiers of the AIF, and the town
was again safely in Allied hands. This victory was a huge boost to Allied
morale.3 And it had been planned and executed by Australians.

Despite the important part the men of the AIF clearly played in bringing
about a change in the fortunes of war when they fought at Villers
Bretonneux, this chapter in the history of the AIF is not well known in
Australia. Instead, Australia’s war history is dominated by accounts of the
time the men of the AIF spent on the Gallipoli Peninsula. John McQuilton
argues that this dominance is the result of many factors: the Gallipoli story
was a neat fit with the themes of widely accepted nation-building
mythology, and it was also a story with a contained and coherent plot. For
the “lay mind”, he argues, Gallipoli was therefore easier to comprehend

3

Bill Gammage, The Broken Years: Australian soldiers in the Great War, Penguin,
Ringwood, 1975, p. 193; Ross McMullin, “Fini Retreat Madame”, Eureka Street, April
1999, 9, 3, pp. 34-36; Richard Reid, Beaucoup Australiens Ici: The Australian Corps in
France, 1918, Department of Veterans Affairs, Canberra, 1998, p. 23; Ross McMullin,
“’Perhaps the Greatest Individual Feat of the War’: The battle of Villers-Bretonneux,
1918”, Wartime, 2, April 1998, pp. 51-55.
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than the fighting the Australians were involved in on the vast Western
Front.4 On top of that, Gallipoli also contains what McQuilton refers to as
an “indefinable emotional element”, borne of the shock felt on the
homefront once the first telegrams were delivered,5 and the shattering of
so much Australian innocence there.

Of course CEW Bean is also at the heart of any explanation of Gallipoli’s
dominance, as historians have variously noted, criticised, and argued
about.6 Bean anchored the Anzac legend to Gallipoli, and this is most
clearly demonstrated through his Official History of Australia in the War
of 1914-18. Two volumes of the six Bean penned on the AIF’s four years
of fighting are devoted to the eight months the troops spent at Gallipoli. In
contrast, the two years the AIF spent on the Western Front are dealt with

4

John McQuilton, “Gallipoli as Contested Commemorative Space”, in Jenny Macleod,
ed., Gallipoli: Making History, Frank Cass, London, 2004, p. 150.
5
ibid.
6
Joan Beaumont, “The Anzac Legend”, in Joan Beaumont, ed., Australia’s War, 191418, Allen and Unwin, St Leonards, NSW, 1995, pp. 149-180; John Carroll, “CEW Bean
and 1988”, Quadrant, 32, 6, June 1988, pp. 47-49; Gerard Henderson, “The Anzac
Legend after ‘Gallipoli’”, Quadrant, 26, 7, July 1982, pp. 62-64; JB Hirst, “ ‘Other
People’s Wars’? Anzac and Empire”, Quadrant, October 1990, pp. 15-20; Adrian Howe,
“Anzac mythology and the feminist challenge”, in Joy Damousi and Marilyn Lake, eds.,
Gender and War: Australians at War in the Twentieth Century, Cambridge University
Press, Melbourne, 1995, pp. 302-310; KS Inglis, “The Anzac Tradition”, Meanjin, 24, 1,
1965, pp. 25-44; KS Inglis, CEW Bean: Australian Historian, University of Queensland
Press, St Lucia, 1970; John McQuilton, “Gallipoli as Contested Commemorative Space”,
in Jenny Macleod, ed., Gallipoli: Making History, Frank Cass, London, 2004, pp. 150158; John Robertson, Anzac and Empire: The Tragedy and Glory of Gallipoli, Hamlyn,
Melbourne, 1990, pp. 258-261; Alistair Thomson, Anzac Memories: Living with the
Legend, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1995, pp. 46-72; Denis Winter, Making the
Legend: The War Writings of CEW Bean, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia,
1992.
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in only four volumes: one each for 1916 and 1917; then two for the final
year of fighting.7

But Villers Bretonneux was overshadowed not just by the sheer number of
words Bean devoted to Gallipoli, compared to the AIF’s time on the
Western Front. Villers Bretonneux was also dwarfed by Gallipoli because
Bean argued that what the Australian soldiers achieved at Gallipoli was of
greater significance than anything they may have done on the Western
Front. When the Australian soldiers clambered off the boats at dawn on 25
April 1915 they were being “tested”, Bean argued, effectively proving the
worth of their young nation.8 For Bean, the “standard [was] set by the first
companies at the first call”9 at Gallipoli – the Australian troops had passed
the test of nationhood on Gallipoli, and had emerged from that test with
the “ANZAC tradition”.10 By presenting the fighting undertaken by the
Australians there as the nation’s blooding, the strategic sideshow of
Gallipoli therefore became the central part of the war stories of the
Australian nation.

In contrast to the place Gallipoli has in the Anzac legend - as the
birthplace of the nation, as a place of triumph for Australian courage and
resourcefulness (even as the men muffled their footsteps and quietly
7

John McQuilton notes this in “Gallipoli as Contested Commemorative Space”, in Jenny
Macleod, ed., Gallipoli: Making History, Frank Cass, London, 2004, p. 150.
8
CEW Bean, Anzac to Amiens, Australian War Memorial, Canberra, 1968, p. 539.
9
ibid., p. 181
10
ibid., p. 539.
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shuffled off the Peninsula in defeat) - Bean’s story of the Western Front is
one in which the AIF is swallowed up in amongst the larger British and
Allied forces. Once the Australians reached the Western Front they were
“in the gigantic hand of GHQ”11; the troops, according to Bean, knew the
war experience they were facing would be different to, and even more
difficult than, Gallipoli.12 Despite its difference, and its difficulty, the
Western Front was a place of greater triumph for the AIF than Gallipoli
ever was. Yet Villers Bretonneux, one of the most stunning Allied
victories of the entire war, was only ever used by Bean to reinforce what
he argued the Australians had already “proven” at Gallipoli.

Chapter One details the way Bean shaped the story of the Australian men
at Villers Bretonneux so that it became a stage on which his typical
Anzacs could be seen performing: at Villers Bretonneux the Australian
men were courageous, resourceful, and, most importantly, better soldiers
than the British Tommies. The Anzacs there did not feel fear or panic.
Moreover, the Anzac soldiers at Villers Bretonneux were only important
for Bean so long as they were “topping a ridge”, or rushing at Germans
with their bayonets fixed. Once the soldiers left the trenches at Villers

11

CEW Bean, Official History of Australia in the War of 1914-18, Vol. III, The AIF in
France, 1916, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1941, p. 73.
12
CEW Bean, Anzac to Amiens, Australian War Memorial, Canberra, p. 204.
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Bretonneux - through death or for a “spell” - they no longer existed for
Bean. His Anzac soldier was a warrior, not a man.13

Such an image of the Australian soldier is at odds with those painted by
many historians over the last three decades. Bill Gammage, who
acknowledges his indebtedness to Bean’s scholarship, nevertheless writes
of the way many of the Australian soldiers viewed the war as “only an
onerous duty” after Fromelles and Pozieres.14 The soldiers in The Broken
Years are also men; men who wrote of their hope that the war would end
soon because they felt that it was “sapping out the best of men and all that
is beautiful in civilised life”, and men who lamented that all the “pals”
they had “come over with” were “gone”.15 Likewise, many of the
recollections of Alistair Thomson’s working class Diggers worked in
opposition to the themes of the Anzac legend: these men did not remember
the war as a time of heroism; instead they often recalled their fear and
horror, and the way they grieved over dead mates.16 Joy Damousi’s study
of wartime bereavement adds to the findings of Gammage and Thomson,

13

This image has persisted, and has been perpetuated through such works as John Laffin,
Digger: The Legend of the Australian Soldier, Sun Books, South Melbourne, 1990; Peter
Pedersen, The Anzacs: Gallipoli to the Western Front, Viking, Melbourne, 2007; and
Patrick Lindsay, The Spirit of the Digger: Then and Now, Pan Macmillan, Sydney, 2003;
and Fromelles: The Story of Australia’s Darkest Day; the Search for our Fallen Heroes
of World War One, Hardie Grant Books, Prahran Victoria, 2007.
14
Bill Gammage, The Broken Years: Australian soldiers in the Great War, Penguin,
Victoria, 1982 (1974), p. 214.
15
ibid., p. 182
16
Alistair Thomson, Anzac Memories: Living with the Legend, Oxford University Press,
Melbourne, 1995, especially Bill Langham’s memory of the horror of being forced to
drive over the bodies of dead Germans on p. 86, and Fred Farrall’s memories of the war
as being responsible for the loss of friends, rather than a time he was surrounded with
“mateship” on p. 94.
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in that she examines the bereavement experienced by the men at the
battlefront as well as that endured by civilians on the homefront.17 Bart
Ziino and Pat Jalland have elaborated on the losses felt at the Front,
detailing the ways the Australian men cultivated relationships with the
graves of their dead mates.18 These historians have all helped to flesh out
Bean’s Anzac, transforming him from an image of simply a fighting
automaton, to that of a thinking, feeling man.

Villers Bretonneux further adds to our understanding of the men of the
AIF, and the way they experienced the richness of human life (including
death) at the Front. While many of the words written and uttered by the
men at Villers Bretonneux work as further evidence to support the
findings of Joy Damousi and Bart Ziino – that the soldiers were also often
the bereaved – their words also challenge Pat Jalland’s image of
Australian soldiers who were, she argues, forced into “restrained” grief.19
Chapter One uncovers the ways the Australian men recorded the events of
Villers Bretonneux in their diaries, and in their letters to families at home,
and finds that their words were often eloquent expressions of the depth of
the losses they felt as a result of the AIF’s fighting there. The chapter
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establishes that Villers Bretonneux held importance for the men of the AIF
as a place associated with both military achievement and loss.

Many physical places – not just the Gallipoli Peninsula - have a strong
presence in the histories of Australia’s war. For instance, a sense of the
place the Anzacs supposedly came from is also an important feature of the
Anzac legend. For CEW Bean the Australian soldier was a product of
place - the Australian outback - and the success of the AIF, he said, owed
much to the place the Australians had come from, and to the supposed
“attributes” of Australia.20 Suzanne Wellborn, in her study of Diggers
from Western Australia, proffers the same argument. She equates colonial
life in the West with a “battle” waged by the state’s pioneers against the
harsh landscape, and argues that this battle effectively prepared the men of
the West for war. For Wellborn, as well as for Bean, place had a direct
bearing on the way Australians faced the conditions of war: “the land had
moulded a people and the people had responded according to the lessons
of the land”, Wellborn argues.21 This notion found its quintessential
expression in Australian popular culture in Peter Weir’s film, Gallipoli,
the opening scenes of which situate the main protagonist of the film in
outback Western Australia.
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Ken Inglis has also interpreted the Australian landscape as an important
place for understanding the nation’s war history.22 He has written
extensively on the war memorials which filled the towns, cities, and rural
districts of Australia after the Great War, and he argues that these
memorials served as surrogate graves, often connecting the bereaved in
Australia with the distant dead. Inglis’ research has thereby invited
historians to consider Australian war memorials as “sacred places” for the
bereaved.

Like Inglis, Tanja Luckins has examined some of the physical places that
assumed importance for the bereaved in Australia. Her study however,
moves beyond the formal war memorials in the Australian landscape.23
Luckins argues that, in addition to the importance of constructed
memorials, places that held any sort of connection with the dead, such as
the wharf gates at Woolloomooloo, through which the soldiers passed as
they departed for the war, were also sacred places.

The landscape of the Gallipoli Peninsula has an even stronger presence
than the Australian one in the literature on Australia and the Great War.
The setting is an active part of the Gallipoli story: it adds potency to the
legend through allusions to Homer and Achilles, reaffirming the trope first
22
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introduced by Ellis Ashmead Bartlett’s reports on the landing in 1915.24
But in contrast, and despite the reminders of Australia in the landscape of
northern France today, France does not have a great presence - in terms of
both the physical landscape and the broader setting - in the literature on
Australia’s Great War.

Accounts of the fighting undertaken by the AIF during 1916-1918 on the
Western Front could be set almost anywhere. For Bean, France is seen
through the excitement of the troops upon witnessing the natural beauty of
the French countryside as they journeyed from Marseilles to the Front in
Spring 1916. Similarly, Richard White has used the arrival of the
Australian men in Marseilles, and their journey northwards, to analyse
their reaction to, and experience of, France; and he uses that evidence to
cast the soldiers as tourists.25 But once the Australian men reach the
trenches of the Western Front in the historiography, any sense that the
Australians were living in France, amongst French people, is largely lost.

Again, this blind spot in the historiography can be traced back to the
dominance of Gallipoli. At Gallipoli, and therefore according to the Anzac
legend, the Australian men lived and fought only in the trenches. The war
the Anzacs fought at Gallipoli never moved beyond their precarious hold
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on the steep cliffs above the beach; never beyond their trenches and
dugouts. There was nowhere on the Peninsula, no reserve area, to which
the men could retire in order to escape from the war in the company of
civilians. In the Australian imagination then, the experiences and lives of
the soldiers are therefore restricted to the trenches.

But the war the Australians experienced in France was very different to
the war they fought at Gallipoli: in France the Australian men fought
amidst the civilian world. Bruce Scates points to an unexplored place, in
terms of the historiography, when he mentions that on the Western Front –
in contrast to Gallipoli – the men of the AIF were able to escape to the
reserve lines, where they often inhabited the same world as the civilian
population. “From here”, he says, the Australians “ambled through fields
and villages, seeking solace, companionship and the surer release of sex
and alcohol.”26

Chapter Two finds that solace, and that companionship, which the
Australian men enjoyed at Villers Bretonneux. It finds evidence of the
way the Australian men lived in France, often in the homes, and with the
people, of Villers Bretonneux. There they were faced with a different
language and different customs, and with French people.
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Like France, the French people have been missing in action in the history
of the AIF. While there is a place for the British Army in the Anzac legend
(as incompetent), the French are imaginary allies holding the line in
unseen trenches, or viewed from the train as the soldiers headed from
Marseilles to the Front. At the Front, French civilians hurriedly leave their
homes while the Australians rush past them to hold the line.27 In Chapter
Two that story is paused, so that we can see at Villers Bretonneux the way
Australian men interacted with both French soldiers and civilians. In that
pause we can see that Australian men did not always rush past French
refugees on their way to the Front – they also sometimes stopped to help
French civilians. We can also see those civilians as they returned to their
badly damaged homes from the end of April, then the way they welcomed
the Australian soldiers into their families. By stopping to search for the
life that went on at Villers Bretonneux in 1918, as well as the fighting, the
place yields evidence of the part played by the French people in the
history of the AIF. It allows the domestic context of the soldiers’ war in
France to be recognised. And it makes room for stories involving other
nationalities within the history of the AIF.
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In addition to fixing the Australian men firmly in France in the history of
the AIF, Chapter Two also argues that the feelings of connection between
Australia and Villers Bretonneux were based on the relationships which
were formed between people, as well as with place. The ways in which
the experiences of the Great War worked to forge connections between
people is a strong theme in much of the war literature published since the
1990s. Jay Winter’s pioneering study of wartime communities in
mourning uncovered the ways in which networks of help, or fictive
kinship bonds as he terms them, sprang up during the war as people sought
to navigate their way through their bereavement.28 Winter focused on the
major combatant nations of Europe in his study, and he highlighted the
universality of such kinship bonds. Yet his argument fastens him to an
examination of the ways in which these bonds stretched out in only
national contexts. He points out that fictive kinship bonds operated in
amongst all the combatant nations of Europe, but in his study it is only
ever Germans who are helping other Germans; it is only the French who
help the French. Winter’s fictive kinship bonds have no Allied context.

Certainly networks of wartime fictive kinship developed amongst
Australians during the war, and the way these bonds operated in Australia
has been examined in the growing body of literature on Australian
wartime bereavement, particularly by Joy Damousi, Tanja Luckins, Bruce
28
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Scates and Bart Ziino.29 These historians have demonstrated the various
ways the networks of help were a feature of the homefront, and the ways
those bonds also connected those at home with the battlefront.

Work by Bruce Scates and Melanie Oppenheimer has demonstrated the
way much of the voluntary work undertaken for the wartime Patriotic
Funds worked to weave bonds between people.30 Most obviously the
sewing circles that operated across the suburbs and towns were places
where women could join together and draw support from each other, but
the power of voluntarism to connect went deeper than this. For Scates, the
yarn that was lovingly knitted into socks in Australia, then sent to soldiers
serving far away, was also an emotional cord, stitching together the
distance between home and battle fronts.31 So the act of sending goods to
men at the Front was a form of practical help extended by those at home;
but it also sustained a feeling of connection with those who were so far
away at the Front.
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Australians were especially dependent on others for help precisely because
of that distance between the Fronts. Fictive kinship bonds were vitally
important in order to help bereaved Australians negotiate their way
through their loss. Unable to farewell the dead through the usual rituals
associated with mourning, Australians relied on the men at the Front for
descriptions of their loved ones’ death and burial, and to help them
imagine the grave of their loved one.32

The existing histories of the wartime kinship bonds formed in Australia
are united by the way they take loss (and its anticipation), and
bereavement, as the starting point for their studies.

But Villers

Bretonneux demonstrates the way fictive kinship bonds also flourished in
a number of different contexts as a result of the war. It demonstrates that
these bonds were a product of living life as much as they were an outcome
of anticipating and experiencing loss, highlighted through the interaction
between Australians and French civilians. And Villers Bretonneux
demonstrates the way these bonds took no notice at all of national
boundaries.
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Chapter Three details the ways in which Villers Bretonneux, both the
place and the people, were also part of the Australian homefront
experience in 1918. Australian civilians had been encouraged to think of
France as an Allied nation from the outset of the war, and to send help to
those distant needy Allies through the various Patriotic Funds in operation
during the war.33 But during 1918 the Australian men serving in France
communicated with those at home about their war experiences, so that
civilians learnt of the people and places the men came into contact with.
As Australian civilians were learning about the ways their men folk were
living with the French, and as they were being reassured that the French
were caring for the Australians as if they were a part of their families,
Australians on the homefront became aware of, and emotionally closer to,
Villers Bretonneux. French civilians were thus transformed from distant
needy Allies, to kind hearted friends who cared for Australian soldiers,
just as many families in Australia wanted to.

The first three chapters of the thesis therefore work together to argue that
1918 is crucial to any understanding of the place of Villers Bretonneux in
the history of the AIF, and in the broader Australian history of the war.
1918 saw Villers Bretonneux assume meaning as a sacred place for
Australians, but there were a number of different meanings attached to the
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place. By war’s end Villers Bretonneux was important to Australians as a
place of military victory, a place which was home to fictive kin, and as a
place of loss. The remainder of the thesis moves beyond 1918, and
investigates the ways Australians have continued to interact with, and
interpret, Villers Bretonneux over the last ninety years.

Chapter Four searches for the meanings Villers Bretonneux had for
Australians in 1920-21, when fictive kinship bonds clearly continued to
operate in an Allied context. Australians continued to send money and
help to France after the Armistice through a number of disparate funds and
appeals, just as they had throughout the war years. In mid 1920 however, a
scheme to co-ordinate help for France was established in London through
an organisation known as the British League of Help for the Devastated
Areas in France. The scheme involved pairing up British cities and towns
with war torn cities and towns across northern France. The British were to
figuratively “adopt” the French, and benefactor towns usually provided
those in France with money for the task of reconstruction.34

It was under the auspices of the British League of Help for the Devastated
Areas in France that a small number of Australian based adoptions were
arranged. The city of Adelaide adopted Dernancourt, and Sydney adopted
Poilcourt.35 But the most successful adoption, in financial terms, was the
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adoption of the town of Villers Bretonneux by the city of Melbourne,
formally effected in a meeting at the Melbourne Town Hall in October
1920.36

Women played an important role in facilitating the adoption scheme, in
both Britain and Victoria, just as it had been women who had welcomed
Australian men into their homes and families in Villers Bretonneux in
1918. In Australia this gendered pattern followed the trends established
during the war, when it had been women who had worked so hard to send
assistance to Allied civilian populations through the various Patriotic
Funds. It was voluntary work for these Funds which constituted a large
part of women’s war efforts, and which has led historians such as Carmel
Shute to paint a picture of women being “relegated” to the private,
domestic sphere of voluntary war work. Shute argues that women
“remained at home passively” while men were revered as “the warrior and
creator of history”, and she concludes that women won nothing through
their war efforts.37 Lake and Damousi argue that such gendered divisions
of war labour have been represented in a series of dualisms, such as “home
front/battle front, passivity/activity, weakness/strength, private/public,
staying/departing, defended/defenders”. They argue that, through these
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opposites, “powerless” women were defined as being “passive” and
“weak”, and were deemed “irrelevant” to, and “outside” of, history.38

By presenting the work undertaken by women during the Great War as
“weak” and inferior, historians affirm the inequalities of patriarchal
society, where the fighting at the Front is considered the “real” work of the
war. Shute’s conclusion that the women of Australia won nothing during
the Great War must be based at least partly on her (1970s) assumption that
women could only have “power” if they were awarded the same
“freedoms” men enjoyed, including going to war.39

But Villers Bretonneux demonstrates that the voluntary work undertaken
by Australian women, both during the war and in the 1920s, did not
necessarily mean Australian women were relegated to a powerless place.
Melbourne’s adoption of Villers Bretonneux was the brainchild of
Charlotte Crivelli, a French woman then resident in Melbourne. Crivelli
was untiring in her efforts to send assistance to Villers Bretonneux, and to
France, both during and after the war. Chapter Four argues that, in her
capacity as a voluntary worker, Crivelli repeatedly exploited the prevailing
social conditions and expectations to suit her own purposes and agendas.
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Chapter Five argues that while gender, and class, both sometimes played a
role in motivating support across Victoria for the adoption of Villers
Bretonneux, the public responded most positively to the adoption when
they already felt a connection to the adopted town. Evidence of this is
seen most clearly at the local level. For example, the response to the
adoption of Villers Bretonneux from the rural towns of Mildura and
Echuca was largely determined by social expectations, but in both
Brighton and Woodend the response to the scheme was based on emotion.
In Brighton the response to the adoption was directed by the Mayor,
whose son had fought at Villers Bretonneux in 1918, and had told him
about the area. In Woodend fundraising for the adoption was organised by
a returned soldier who had also fought in the region in 1918. These men
were therefore both prompted to help Villers Bretonneux because of the
emotional bond they already felt with the place. The response to the
adoption was therefore largely tied to the meanings Villers Bretonneux
had assumed in 1918: as a place associated with military victory and
kinship bonds, and especially on the town’s importance to the bereaved as
home to so many Australian graves.

Historians have demonstrated the ways the bereaved, in the absence of
direct access to the graves of loved ones, needed to fashion new ways of
simultaneously farewelling the dead, and connecting themselves to the
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distant graves.40 For the bereaved then, the adoption of Villers Bretonneux
offered something to grasp onto; it offered the chance to deepen the
connection they already felt to a place of loss. The fact that Villers
Bretonneux was the most financially successful of the adoptions arranged
by the British League of Help supports Ziino’s point that, although the
absence of graves was universal for the bereaved of the British Empire,
distance from those graves made the experience of those at the “uttermost
ends of the earth” different from those in Europe.41 The Victorian adoption
of Villers Bretonneux therefore operated in a different emotional context
to that of the adoptions effected across Britain.

The resonance Villers Bretonneux held as a sacred place in Australian
imaginations beyond 1918, and the way it remained a place invested with
emotion for many Australians in the inter war years, meant that it was also
a perfect place for the construction of formal, public memories through
memorials to the Australian war effort. The two memorials erected in
Villers Bretonneux to honour Australians during the inter war years -
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Victoria College and the Australian National Memorial - are the focus of
Chapters Six and Seven.

Alex King has argued that British war memorials are unreliable vehicles
for conveying their “meanings”.42 War memorials to Australians are
similarly enigmatic, with historians interpreting their supposed meanings
in a number of ways. Ken Inglis interpreted the war memorials erected in
the towns and cities of Australia after the war as surrogate graves, but he
also acknowledges that war memorials had multiple meanings and
purposes. He draws a distinction between the large, civic memorials, built
for nationalistic purposes, and which he says were largely removed from
the experiences and needs of Australians on the one hand; and the small
local memorials, built to honour and remember sacrifice, but to also serve
as a focal point for a community’s grief, on the other.43 Bill Steggman’s
study of the war memorials of South East New South Wales also
demonstrates the way war memorials have many layers of meanings;
while

for

McQuilton

the

local

war

memorials

are

contested

commemorative spaces, evidence of the way war and sacrifice could have
very different meanings to the various individuals and groups within
communities.44 Because of this, Alex King argues that in order for a
42
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memorial to have the power to communicate the “right” kind of
understanding, a great deal of attention and care needed to be invested into
the unveiling ceremony of war memorials.45 This was certainly the case in
relation to the unveiling of both Victoria College and the Australian
National Memorial at Villers Bretonneux.

Chapter Six argues that, like the war memorials across Australia, the
memorial school which was funded by the Victorian Education
Department was a monument filled with many meanings. The school, with
its messages of “Do Not Forget Australia”, has been interpreted as a
memorial to the soldiers who fought and died around the town in 1918.46
But by following Alex King’s suggestion and turning to the ceremony
held to mark the laying of the school’s foundation stone in 1923, we can
see that the intended meaning of Victoria College was actually much
broader than that. Frank Tate, Director of Education, was motivated to
donate a large sum of money for the construction of the school so that it
could also become a monument to the war effort of the state schools of
Victoria, its teachers, its pupils and the entire Education Department.
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In this way the Villers Bretonneux school, as a memorial, functions to
broaden definitions of exactly what constitutes war effort. The plaque
which adorns the entrance to the school makes reference to both the
Australian soldiers who died at Villers Bretonneux in 1918, and also to the
school children of Victoria who raised money and sent it to the town. In
doing so, the flowers and vegetables grown by Victorian school children
during the war, and sold to raise funds for the war effort, and the socks
they knitted and sent to the Front, are as much a part of the Australian war
effort as the trenches and guns.

In contrast to the broad articulation of what could be defined as war effort
through the Villers Bretonneux school, the Australian National Memorial
was built to promote an exclusive memory of the nation’s war effort.
When the King unveiled the Australian Memorial in a ceremony attended
by thousands in 1938, guests listened to speeches about the strength of the
Anglo-French alliance, and the achievements of the Australian soldiers at
Villers Bretonneux twenty years earlier.47 Those who listened to the
speeches, or who later read of them in newspapers, could be left with no
doubt as to whose war effort the Villers Bretonneux Memorial recalled: it
was a soldiers’ memorial. The Memorial at Villers Bretonneux was built
to honour and remember only the fighting that those men had undertaken;
and both the Federal government and the Australian War Memorial
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ensured that it was owned by the men who fought. Competing memories
of war, and of Villers Bretonneux, were stifled.

Chapter Seven demonstrates the way those who did not fight during the
war were deliberately excluded from the unveiling ceremony and from
developing emotional connections with the Australian National Memorial
by decision makers at the national and imperial level. In this way Villers
Bretonneux remained a battleground in the years after the war, as
particular notions of precisely what constituted war sacrifice and war
effort clashed and vied for supremacy. It also serves to illustrate the
process through which civilian experiences were excluded, and the ways
wartime loss was overlooked in the dominant memory of war which
gained ascendancy in the inter war years.

Villers Bretonneux, and France, were pushed out of official Australian war
memories in the decades after the National War Memorial at Villers
Bretonneux was unveiled. Chapter Eight investigates the way Villers
Bretonneux was lost in the official, public stories of war commemoration,
and argues that this pushing aside of Villers Bretonneux brought in its
wake a forgetting of the emotional connections Australians had felt
towards Villers Bretonneux, which in turn meant that the resonance of the
town for many Australians was buried.

This lack of resonance is
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illustrated neatly through the movement to Twin Villers Bretonneux with
the town of Robinvale, in north-west Victoria, during the mid 1980s.

The plan to Twin the two towns had its genesis in the trip made to Villers
Bretonneux by Alan Wood, the MP for the Victorian state seat of Swan
Hill, of which Robinvale is a part.48 Wood was moved by the prominent
reminders of Australia in Villers Bretonneux, and the way the local
population remained committed to honouring the memory of the
Australian soldiers. He wanted to promote greater public awareness of
Villers Bretonneux amongst Australians. Robinvale was selected as the
Twin for Villers Bretonneux because of the connection the town’s
pioneering family had, through wartime bereavement, with the region
around Villers Bretonneux, but this story was not used to instill meaning
into Villers Bretonneux for the residents of the town. Rather, the most that
was said about the Twinning proposal through the pages of the local
newspaper was that the residents of Robinvale could be proud that Villers
Bretonneux had selected their town as their preferred Twin ahead of
Ballarat and Horsham.49 The Twinning, and Villers Bretonneux, therefore
remained devoid of any emotional context for the people of Robinvale.
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Chapter Eight uses the failure of the Twinning to capture the popular
imagination at the local level as a microcosm for the place of Villers
Bretonneux in the national, public, stories of war commemoration. Whilst
the Twinning failed to strike a chord in Robinvale, the Anzac education
industry, to use Jenny Macleod’s term,50 was busily explaining the place
of Gallipoli to Australians, thereby instilling the place and the legend with
meaning. The number of pilgrims to Gallipoli soared at the same time, as
Macleod notes, and this literal and figurative accessibility of the Peninsula
has been an essential element to the regeneration of interest in Anzac.
Whereas the graves could mostly only be visited in the imaginations of
those who were the bereaved, the inheritors of that bereavement can now
touch the graves, walk the battlefields, and see the sacred places.

But at the same time, and in the absence of a Villers Bretonneux education
industry, and without being given a script on Villers Bretonneux, the
meaning of the town for Australians was difficult to locate. For instance,
ten year old school boy Lachlan McInnes, an official visitor to Villers
Bretonneux for Anzac Day 2001, said that visiting the town caused him to
feel “really proud to be an Australian”.51 When Ricky Ponting took the
Australian cricket team to Villers Bretonneux in 2005 he said it was “a
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really touching and moving time for us.”52 These comments demonstrate
that Australians felt “moved” when they visited Villers Bretonneux, but
for the young school boy Villers Bretonneux can only be understood in
terms of the nationalistic context within which he had learnt about Anzac;
similarly Ponting knows he should be touched by the graves at Villers
Bretonneux, just as the Australian cricket team was when they visited
Gallipoli on their way to fight the 2001 Ashes test, but he does not
articulate what it was at Villers Bretonneux that was so moving. There is
a sense in these comments that both Lachlan McInnes and Ricky Ponting
are grasping for meaning at Villers Bretonneux, but that they are reverting
to what they have been taught by the Anzac education industry to provide
them with clues as to that meaning.

While Lachlan McInnes and Ricky Ponting, and other Australians like
them, were making pilgrimages to Villers Bretonneux, John Howard was
deliberately attempting to work the town back into the national lexicon,
and into Australia’s memory of the Great War. Villers Bretonneux began
appearing in Howard’s Anzac Day speeches from 2000 onwards, and in
that year he visited Villers Bretonneux, a place that was “very sacred” to
Australians, he said, because so many young Australian men had been
“sacrificed” there.53 While this comment was couched in the language of
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public memory, Howard also acknowledged that Villers Bretonneux had
personal and private meanings for him: both his father and his grandfather
had fought there during the war. When Howard visited the town, and
spoke about the town, he attempted to forge a connection with his family’s
own history. Howard’s relationship with Villers Bretonneux therefore
serves as an example of the way personal, private memory has renewed
Villers Bretonneux for Australians as a place of meaning, a process clearly
evident in Anzac Day 2008 when the press reported that it was “very
emotional” for many of the Australian pilgrims to be “on the ground”
where their relatives had been ninety years ago.54

Villers Bretonneux is a place which has been filled with meanings for
Australians over the last ninety years, yet those meanings have varied over
time, and according to who is articulating the perceived meaning. In 1918
Villers Bretonneux assumed importance for Australians as a place of
military victory, friendship and kinship bonds, and as a place associated
with loss. But during the inter war years Villers Bretonneux became
contested ground as battles were fought over whose war sacrifices were to
be publicly recognised. Yet, despite the disjuncture between the official
memory of Villers Bretonneux which was championed in 1938 at the
unveiling of the Australian National Memorial there, and the recent
rediscovery of personal meanings of the place for many Australians, there
is also an intersection of competing and complementary meanings and
54
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memories. What fuses the layers of meaning which coat Villers
Bretonneux is the fact that they are all borne of relationships: relationships
forged between people, place, memory and need.
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Chapter One.

“a fitting but sad anniversary of ANZAC”:
Fighting in Villers Bretonneux, 1918.

After years of stalemate, conditions on the Western Front had begun to favour
the German Army in 1918. Russia had bowed out of the conflict, giving the
Germans the freedom to concentrate their efforts on the fighting in France and
Belgium; and the French Army was demoralised after the mutinies of the
previous year. The Germans knew it was imperative that they launch an attack
in the Spring of 1918 in order to take advantage of these conditions, and to
deliver a decisive blow to the Allies before the United States effectively entered
the fray.1

The blow, known as the Michael Offensive, fell on 21 March 1918, and was met
with very little Allied resistance. The remainder of the month saw British forces
retreat almost sixty-five kilometres behind the line they had clung to for much
of the previous two years. French civilians who had considered themselves a
1
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safe distance behind the front lines hastily left their homes and villages in the
face of the German onslaught, and for the first time the Allied commanders
believed they might actually lose the war.2

As the Germans marched westwards the town of Villers Bretonneux shone like
a beacon for the advancing army. This small town was of vital strategic
importance, due to its proximity to the city of Amiens: Villers Bretonneux sits
atop the heights overlooking Amiens, and artillery stationed there would have
had little trouble reaching the city. Whichever army held Villers Bretonneux
therefore controlled Amiens – and Amiens was an important railway centre, and
the point where the French and British forces met on the Western Front. It was
also the last line of defence keeping the Germans from the Channel Ports.3

2

Bill Gammage, The Broken Years: Australian soldiers in the Great War, Penguin, Ringwood,
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Please see print copy for Figure 1.1

Figure
1.1: Map
of
northern
France
showing
Villers
Bretonneu

On 1 April 1918, while Haig and Clemenceau discussed the strategic
importance of the town of Villers Bretonneux, the German forces were making
preparations to attack the town, and the men of the 35th Battalion of the
Australian Imperial Force were moved in to hold that “crucial” section of the
line.4

The Australians spent the next few days in a terribly exposed and

unprotected position – Bean says they were instructed to “keep low” in their
trenches during daylight hours because they would have been so easily spotted
there. Nevertheless, the men managed to spend their time busily retrieving
Lewis guns and ammunition abandoned in the British retreat, surrounding
themselves with “formidable” defences.5

4
5

ibid.
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These defences served the Australians well when the German Army launched an
attack on Villers Bretonneux on 4 April 1918. The Australians were hopelessly
outnumbered by the Germans, but they put up a valiant fight. As the Germans
advanced towards the men of the 35th Battalion the young Captain Coghill ran
along the line, urging his men not to fire a single shot until he raised his arm.
Coghill was convinced this would be the only way the Australians would be
able to deflect the German attack. When he finally did raise his arm, the closest
Germans were only a few dozen metres from the Australians. Coghill was
wounded in the arm, but the Germans were so confused when the Australians
opened fire on them that they retreated in panic.6

Unfortunately for the men of the 35th Battalion, the British troops who were
responsible for holding the line on both their flanks did not use the same tactics
to repel the Germans. Instead, the British soldiers – without first informing the
Australians – retreated, complaining that there were “too many Germans”.
Coghill and his men were left with no choice but to also retreat, and by the early
evening of 4 April it looked as if Villers Bretonneux would fall into German
hands.7 But Brigadier General Goddard, commanding the 9th Brigade of the AIF
from a villa in the township of Villers Bretonneux, refused to give the town up,
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and ordered a counter attack. The 34th and 36th Battalions joined with the 35th in
their efforts to stem the tide, and a swift paced counter attack ensued.8

CEW Bean’s account of the counter attack highlights the bravery and leadership
skills of the Australian officers. He recounts the way they often came across
British troops who were in the process of retiring, and the way the Australians
managed to rouse them, effectively forming a second wave of the counter
attack.9 He also notes that the Australian officers willingly put themselves in the
line of fire. One of these officers, Lieutenant Albert Amess, had been “blown up
by a shell in Bois l’Abbé” in the morning’s fighting, and was then injured again,
but continued on, as he led the second wave of the counter attack. He managed
to lead his own men, and the beleaguered British troops, only to suffer another
wound in the process. A fourth bullet hit Amess later in the attack, which Bean
said “merely paralysed his arm”, and so he continued to lead. Finally, after
being hit again, Amess’ batman “half carried” him to Headquarters. Although
Amess was “painfully wounded” he managed to spend some time discussing the
best course of action to follow for the remainder of the attack, before he bowed
out of the action.10 Thankfully the efforts of Amess were not made in vain: the
line at Villers Bretonneux was secured by midnight, and the township remained

8
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safely in Allied hands.11 This is often described as the First Battle for Villers
Bretonneux, or First Villers Bretonneux.

Of course German plans for locations as strategically important as Villers
Bretonneux were not given up that easily, and it was only a matter of time
before they made another attempt to capture the town. On the morning of 24
April 1918 the German Army launched a second attack, and this time they
successfully took Villers Bretonneux and the surrounding woods from the
Allies.

April 24 and 25 1918, to become known as the Second Battle for Villers
Bretonneux, or simply Second Villers Bretonneux, was characterised by a string
of differences of opinion between the British and Australians. The Australians
were not in the front line at Villers Bretonneux when the Germans took the
town from the Allies on 24 April. After being severely gassed on April 17 and
18 the Diggers had been moved into the reserve lines, but they did not trust their
replacements – largely inexperienced British troops – with the defence of
Villers Bretonneux.12 Brigadier General Harold “Pompey” Elliott, who led the
15th Brigade of the AIF, therefore used the time the Australians spent in the
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reserve lines to prepare for what he believed would be an inevitable counter
attack to re-take the town of Villers Bretonneux from the Germans.13

Accordingly, when the British troops appeared to be having difficulty in holding
onto Villers Bretonneux in the face of the second German attempt to take the
town on the morning of 24 April, Pompey Elliott ordered his men to stand to
arms. He prepared his men for battle, informing them that “all British troops
[were] to be rallied and re-formed” as the advancing Australians passed through
them, and that if the Tommies showed any hesitation at all then the Australian
officers were to shoot them.14 General Talbot Hobbs, commander of the 5th
Division of the AIF, was at the same time making repeated requests to the
British commanders for permission for Elliott’s men to intervene and assist the
British. Although tension was running high over the loss of such a vital point in
the line (and perhaps over Elliott’s impetuous comments on how best to deal
with the perceived lack of fortitude amongst the British Army), these requests
were promptly denied, with the curt message from the British 8th Division that
they were “quite able” to deal with “the situation” themselves.15

Once it became obvious that in fact the British were not able to deal with “the
situation”, and Villers Bretonneux had fallen to the Germans, the task of re13
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taking the town fell to three battalions each from the 13th and 15th Brigades of
the AIF. After exhaustive discussions amongst the commanders, with Hobbs
“fuming” at British dithering and delays, and Elliott “itching” to put his strategy
into effect, a plan for the counter attack was eventually agreed upon. The three
battalions of Major General Thomas Glasgow’s 13th Brigade, filled with recruits
mainly from Queensland, were to attack south of the town; while the three
battalions of Elliott’s Victorian 15th Brigade were to attack from the north. The
two pronged attack was essentially that which Elliott had planned whilst in
reserve, and was designed to encircle Villers Bretonneux, with the Australians
joining up on the east side of Villers Bretonneux, trapping the Germans within
the township.16

The details of the counter attack continued to cause tension between the British
and Australian commanders. Zero Hour was initially set for 9pm, then changed
to 8pm. But Glasgow, who had arrived in the Villers Bretonneux area during the
afternoon of the 24th, argued that attacking in daylight - as it still is at 8pm in
Spring in northern France - was a ridiculous proposition: the Australian advance
would have been made in full view of the Germans. When Heneker,
Commander of the 8th British Division, insisted that the Corps Commander
wanted the attack launched at 8pm Glasgow apparently exploded, stating that
“If it was God Almighty who gave the order, we couldn’t do it in daylight.”

16
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Glasgow was then asked whether 8.30pm, 9pm, or 9.30pm would be the best
time to launch the attack: he replied that, actually, 10pm would be best. The
manner in which he conveyed his opinion was forceful enough to ensure that his
view prevailed.17

Glasgow continued in this forthright manner in his discussions with the British
over the intricacies of the tactics to be used in the counter attack. He
successfully argued against the use of any sort of bombardment or creeping
barrage, which he thought would only serve to herald the advance of his men.
And when there was a difference of opinion over which direction his men were
to advance, he told Heneker that the British commander “must let us do it our
own way.”18 The counter attack was therefore largely devised by Australians, a
mark of the skill and proficiency, not to mention the confidence, of the
Australian leadership by 1918.

The men of the AIF also demonstrated their fighting skills at Villers Bretonneux
on the night of 24/25 April, just as Coghill and Amess had earlier in the month
at First Villers Bretonneux. At Second Villers Bretonneux the Australians were
involved in a risky night attack, across territory that the men of the 13th Brigade
had not seen before. Nor had they been given the opportunity to acquaint
themselves sufficiently with the area through reconnaissance reports. The attack
was also a very bloody one – Bean wrote that the fighting was the “wildest in
17
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the experience of the Australian infantry” – and the Australians suffered almost
2500 casualties that night. 19 But by dawn on 25 April 1918 the town of Villers
Bretonneux was once again under Allied control, and Amiens was never again
threatened with capture. A squat stone monument stands on the outskirts of
Villers Bretonneux to mark the extent of the German advance.

Figure 1.2:
Demarcation stone
outside Villers
Bretonneux marking the
extent of the German
Army’s advance in
1918

The Australians remained involved in “creditable little encounters” around
Villers Bretonneux for the duration of 1918.20 Australian efforts in the area
culminated on 8 August, when the five Divisions of the AIF fought together,
under Australian leadership, for the first time. From Villers Bretonneux the
Australians advanced, in dense fog, through the villages of Marcelcave,
Warfusée, and La Motte, capturing German ammunition and prisoners as they
went. It was their “most bloodless” advance of the war.21
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So in April 1918 the town of Villers Bretonneux had become important for
Australians as the place where the AIF helped to halt the Germans during the
Michael Offensive; in August that same town took on added significance as the
place where the Australians played their part in launching the “beginning of the
end” of the war. The Germans were so thoroughly routed on 8 August that
Ludendorff called it a “schwarze tag”, or black day, for the German forces.22
This battle marked a new phase of the war: while it highlighted the collapse of
morale amongst the German soldiers, it had the opposite effect on the morale of
the Diggers. Carlyon notes the element of hope which permeated the AIF that
day. “It was as though the ‘great adventure’ that had been spoken of back home
had finally arrived”, he comments.

23

At last the war had become a war of

movement, with the infantry advancing not a few metres, but “miles and miles,
past villages and factories, through woods, up rises and along shallow valleys,
past the enemy’s artillery lines.”24 The end was in sight.

Despite the fact that Australians were involved in fighting around Villers
Bretonneux for most of 1918, Second Villers Bretonneux remains dominant in
the literature. Part of the explanation for this lies in the fact that the counter
attack undertaken by the AIF on April 24/25 was such an unexpected victory. It
was an unorthodox attack: offensive manoeuvres had, until then, usually been
launched at dawn – certainly not in the darkness of 10pm. Brigadier General
Grogan’s (of the 23rd British Brigade) surprise at the Australian victory is
22
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almost palpable in his comment that Second Villers Bretonneux was “perhaps
the greatest individual feat of the war”. Bean happily reproduced this phrase in
the Official History.25 Monash proclaimed it was “the finest thing yet done in
the war, by Australians or any other troops”.26 The timing, following so closely
on the heels of the repeated German successes in late March and early April,
also goes some way in explaining the reactions to Second Villers Bretonneux. It
was a “victory in the continuing flood of defeat … a bastion regained when
other bastions were falling, an isolated success” to the young Brian Lewis
reading the newspapers in Melbourne.27

Second Villers Bretonneux is also a good story for Australian nationalists. At
both the First Battle for Villers Bretonneux, and on Germany’s Black Day on 8
August, the Australians were simply part of the larger Allied forces. Not so on
24/25 April 1918. At Second Villers Bretonneux Australians took centre stage.
That battle also has a neatly contained plot, with a clear and decisive outcome,
which lends coherence to the narrative structure of the story. In contrast, First
Villers Bretonneux bleeds into the following weeks – it was not, as FM Cutlack
says, a decisive battle.28 And while August 8 was a decisive blow, it was also
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difficult to distinguish it from the successes around Mont Saint Quentin of the
following weeks and months.

There was also another powerful element which the counter attack on 24/25
April had, and which none of the other battles or skirmishes undertaken in the
area that year possessed: a date already imbued with significance for
Australians. Victory won by the Australians at Villers Bretonneux on 25 April
1918 provided a neat complement for the story which had begun exactly three
years earlier at Anzac Cove. Bean pointed out that Second Villers Bretonneux
took place on the third anniversary of the landing; Cutlack wrote that “every
man” was conscious that it was “the anniversary of the day when their comrades
in another desperate adventure made the name of Australia famous throughout
the world.”29 Where Australian boys failed at Gallipoli on 25 April 1915,
Australian men defeated the Germans on 25 April 1918 at Villers Bretonneux.

For all these reasons Second Villers Bretonneux has overshadowed the other
actions the Australians were involved in there during 1918. When Cutlack
published his account of the fighting undertaken by the AIF in 1918, he wrote
that Second Villers Bretonneux was “the most daring thing the Australian troops
did in the war.” 30 In contrast, he lumped First Villers Bretonneux in a chapter
with other “skirmishes” which had taken place in the region in March and April.
29
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Likewise, the efforts of the AIF on 8 August are recounted in amongst a general
account of the “great offensive” of August. Similarly, CEW Bean devoted three
chapters to Second Villers Bretonneux in the Official History, but only one to
the “First” battle earlier in April - even though he conceded the great
importance of First Villers Bretonneux, by stating that if the town had been
captured at the beginning of April it would no doubt have influenced the
remainder of the Spring campaign.31 The launch of the final push against the
Germans on 8 August was also awarded less importance than Second Villers
Bretonneux in terms of the detail it was given in the Official History.

Bean’s emphasis on Second Villers Bretonneux can be attributed to the fact that
the actions of the AIF on April 24/25 provided a neat fit with the dominant
themes he wanted to pursue and portray in his history of Australia and the Great
War. Alistair Thomson has analysed the way Bean was influential in moulding a
selective and appealing memory of Australia’s war effort, which was fashioned
into the Anzac legend.32 Integral to the legend Bean promoted was the image of
the Australian soldiers as bold warriors – men who were part of an egalitarian
outfit, but who were disciplined when it came to fighting. Thomson has
analysed the way Bean “added more colour” and “improved the details” of
events in order to construct a “compelling literary and historical text.”33 This
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was certainly the case in relation to Second Villers Bretonneux. As with so
much of his prose, Bean’s account of Second Villers Bretonneux was crafted to
accord with his notion of the Anzacs – he did this by carefully selecting and
presenting the setting, the plot, and the characters within his narrative.

Bean’s opening scene of the Second Battle for Villers Bretonneux is set on 23
April, with the troops of the 8th British Division in the front line. Although he
began by describing the 8th as “a particularly good British division”, it was not
an accurate indication of what he really thought about those troops. But rather
than criticise the British himself, he diplomatically deferred to a diary entry
from an (un-named) Australian soldier for a description of the latest recruits
sent from across the Channel to the Division:
… companies of infantry have been passing us on the road – companies
of children, English children; pink faced, round cheeked children,
flushed under the weight of their unaccustomed packs, with their steel
helmets on the back of their heads and the strap hanging loosely on their
rounded baby chins.34

Bean continued in the same vein by recounting a supposed “realisation” attributed to (British) Commander Rawlinson - that “he was making too harsh a
demand of these boys in thrusting them into battle on the Western Front without
even a few weeks of hardening in less tempestuous areas”. A small sketch
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(Figure 1.3), another thinly veiled criticism of the Tommies, was included
alongside these words. 35
Figure 1.3:
Bean’s view of
the British
Tommies.

When Bean shifted his gaze to the events of 24 April, and the German seizure of
Villers Bretonneux and its immediate aftermath, the contrast between the
Tommies and the Australians could not have been more striking. While the
British “boys” were amidst a scene of chaos and panic, with shells “bursting on
the roads, [and in] the woods”, Bean peered through the fog and saw Brigadier
“Pompey” Elliott.36 Bean presented Elliott as reading the situation as a
challenge – and one that his men were well and truly prepared for. He
emphasised Elliott’s suspicions as to the fighting prowess - or lack thereof - of
the 8th British Division, pointing out that when the British “boys” had taken
over the line at Villers Bretonneux on 20 April, he had made sure that the 15th
Brigade was kept in reserve near the town. So while the British boys were
amongst the exploding shells on the roads and in the woods during the German
bombardment on 24 April, Bean positioned “the whole 15th Brigade” standing
to arms in the pre-dawn, calmly and patiently waiting for the British to request
their help for the counter attack.37
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Once the barrage lifted and the Germans advanced towards the Tommies, Bean
states the British offered no resistance: “wherever the German tanks made the
assault, the British front line was broken – in most places immediately”.38 The
British officers were included in the picture of general incompetence. Although
“Higher headquarters” had issued orders for the immediate recapture of Villers
Bretonneux on 24 April, Bean, as already noted, emphasised the many hours of
dithering amongst the British leadership, and juxtaposed this image with that of
the “fuming” General Hobbs.39

The discussion of the counter attack itself in the Official History is full of
displays of Australian courage and initiative, providing a strong contrast with
the lack of strength and determination amongst the British. On their way to the
jumping off tape, the men of the 52nd Battalion passed a group of British
soldiers, who warned them that “Jerry” was coming. “Give ‘em hell, Aussie”,
they were said to have uttered, because - they declared - “they’ve knocked us
rotten”.40 But the Australians were not worried, according to Bean. Rather, he
has them launching the counter attack with “a savage, eager yell” before
embarking on a “feast” with their bayonets.41 When some of the Australians
were fired upon by the Germans (who were sheltering in the nearby woods
which were supposed to have been “cleared” by the British during the
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afternoon) Bean made much of the courage of the two Australians, Sadlier and
Stokes, who took it upon themselves to do the job the British had not.42 Where
the British had been ineffective in eliminating the Germans, the Australians
merely had to pull:
Germans here and there out of the shell-holes in which they crouched or
surrendered, and bayonet them. Most of the enemy were fleeing, shaken,
apparently, by the first wild cheer.43

Bean’s message is clear: a comparison between the ineffectual British, on the
one hand, and Australian men like Sadlier and Stokes, and leaders like Hobbs,
Glasgow and Elliott on the other, only serves to highlight the superiority of the
fighting skills of the Australians. And it was this superiority, for Bean, which
led the men of the AIF to successfully recapture Villers Bretonneux by dawn on
the third anniversary of the landing at Gallipoli.

Bean’s account of the fighting of the AIF at Second Villers Bretonneux has set
the tone for many subsequent accounts of Villers Bretonneux penned by
military historians. Alan Blankfield and Robin Corfield, for example, wrote a
history of the ties between Australia and Villers Bretonneux to mark the
seventy-fifth anniversary of the battles there.44 Richard Reid, author of a slim
volume on the AIF’s achievements on the Western Front in 1918 published in
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time for the eightieth anniversary, is another.45 Both accounts rely heavily on
Bean’s work to tell their stories.

Bean’s influence is also apparent in the discussions of Villers Bretonneux in the
works of social historians such as Bill Gammage and Patsy Adam-Smith, not
only in the way Second Villers Bretonneux is emphasised, but also in the way
the men of the AIF are portrayed as superior soldiers to the British. Gammage
notes that the British counter attacks launched during the day on 24 April failed
to “dislodge” the Germans from the town, and that it was only when the
Australians launched their “brilliant assault” in the evening that the “Germans
then abandoned their attacks about the Somme”.46 Adam-Smith’s account of the
Australian actions based around Villers Bretonneux is a little confused (she
manages to suggest that Pompey Elliott planned the attack of 8 August), and not
a little fulsome in detailing the supposed superiority of the Australian troops at
Second Villers Bretonneux. She reproduces, almost verbatim, Bean’s account of
the way French civilians apparently decided not to flee from their homes when
the Australian troops arrived in the Villers Bretonneux sector, declaring - when
they saw the Australians - “pas nécessaire maintenant. Vous les tiendrez”.47 In
other words, when the British were in the front line they could not be relied
upon to stop the Germans, but when the Australians arrived it was “not
45
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necessary now” to load their possessions onto wagons and into prams, because
“you will hold them”.

Adam-Smith also includes quotes from some of the old Diggers she interviewed
for her work in order to reinforce the notion of the superiority of the
Australians. These ex soldiers maintained that the Tommies were “splendid
soldiers, only needed leading” and that, although the Tommies could “hang on”,
it was a pity they did not have “the initiative the colonial troops had”. She also
included the statements supposedly made by the retreating Tommies, who told
the advancing Australians that they were “going the wrong way”. She concludes
her discussion of Second Villers Bretonneux with a description of the
Australians as “an Antipodean stonewall across Picardy”.48

To be fair to these historians however, it is hard not to rely on Bean, as there is
very little other published material on Villers Bretonneux. The Military History
of Australia compiled by Jeffrey Grey for instance, makes no mention at all of
Villers Bretonneux, summing up the period from March to July 1918 in just one
paragraph.49 But this reliance on Bean nevertheless reproduces the same
emphasis and tone as that which pervades the Official History.

This is not to suggest that all histories which mention (rather than analyse)
Villers Bretonneux and the AIF uncritically repeat the content, themes and tone
48
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of Bean’s Official History. The history of the 1st Battalion written by Dale Blair
veers markedly from that penned by Bean. He argues that the German offensive
had lost its momentum by the time Second Villers Bretonneux was fought,
inferring that the fighting prowess of the AIF was therefore not necessarily as
impressive as Bean would have us believe.50 He has a point: the momentum of
the German Michael offensive had certainly dissipated since the huge advances
of the initial days. Nevertheless, the Germans were still a force to be reckoned
with at the end of April – they took the town from the British, after all. Further,
the counter attack launched by the AIF was in no sense an easy task: it was
hastily prepared, and it was undertaken in the dark. The men of the 13th Brigade
were faced with a particularly difficult task due to Glasgow’s insistence that the
usual artillery barrage should be dispensed with. This meant that, while there
may have been an element of surprise involved in their work, the German
defenses had not been “softened” before they advanced. It would make for, as
Bean noted, “bloody” fighting.

Some historians have emphasised Second Villers Bretonneux not so much
because they are following Bean’s lead, but because of the parameters of their
study. For example, Second Villers Bretonneux is the crescendo of Peter
Edgar’s study of the 13th Australian Brigade; he does not detail either of the
other big attacks the Australians were involved in at Villers Bretonneux because
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the Thirteenth was not involved in those.51 Likewise, Ross McMullin has
written on Second Villers Bretonneux, but has not given the same attention to
First Villers Bretonneux, because the subject of his work, Pompey Elliott, was
not there.52 Both Edgar and McMullin have followed the trend in the literature
established by Bean – in terms of the emphasis given to Second Villers
Bretonneux over other experiences the men had in the town – but they differ
from Bean in that neither author attempts to use Second Villers Bretonneux to
identify or define any supposed Anzac type.

So although Bean’s account of Villers Bretonneux remains the most ubiquitous,
there are other voices which modify his story. For all his deference to Bean, Bill
Gammage’s history of the Australian soldiers in the Great War serves to
highlight some of the gaps in the Official History – the experiences which did
not sit well with Bean’s Anzac legend. While Bean wrote of warriors and their
achievements, the stories Gammage collected are imbued with a sense of
pathos, and an image of the Diggers as victims of the war. His stories tell of the
war weariness of the men, and the losses they endured.53

Nevertheless, Bean’s Anzac legend was not constructed out of thin air. Rather,
there were points of intersection between the image fashioned by Bean and the
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experiences of the Diggers. One of these points of intersection was anti-British
sentiment.54 We have seen already how Bean deliberately crafted an image of
the superiority of the Australians as warriors by making comparisons between
what he saw as the strong, brave Australians, and the immature, ineffective
British. And we can find evidence of a similar theme if we turn to the diary
entries and letters written by the men at Villers Bretonneux. Corporal Noel
Keating, for example, wrote in his diary on 24 April 1918:
Learn that in this morning attack the Tommies failed once again and lost
Villers Brettonneaux [sic]. Therefore our Battalions have to attack tonight and retake village. It seems as if the Tommies won’t stand up
anywhere now.55

Private J Hardie shared these sentiments. On the same day he wrote:
No more will we be able to boast about the pluck of the Tommy. They
run away just as bad as the Russians in their sector.56

However, while there was a degree of commonality between the accounts of the
fighting at Villers Bretonneux written by both Bean and the soldiers, the words
of the men were also sometimes at odds with Bean’s interpretation. When
Private Jim Hogden wrote a letter to his mother two months after Second Villers
Bretonneux, the most prominent aspect of his account was not the heroism or
initiative of the Australian troops, nor was it the ineptitude of the British.
54
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Rather, Hogden wrote of a sense of utter confusion during the battle. He told his
mother that at 9am on the morning of the 24th he was instructed to return to
camp because his battalion was to take part in the counter attack, but he recalled
that “no one knew where exactly the Hun had got to.” He continued that
“Everything was a mix up that day. No one knew which way to turn.” In
contrast to Bean’s tales of ordered, measured courage, Hogden’s account of the
actual counter attack positions at least some of the Australians, himself
included, in “little holes” from which he “never expected to get out alive”. He
confided to his mother that he “felt as though [he] would have to give up the
ghost at any time.”57

Hogden was not the only soldier to provide a contrast with Bean’s account of
calm, strong Australians at Villers Bretonneux. Lieutenant J Barton put pen to
paper forty years after the war. He commented that although he had “never
spoken about” his experiences at Villers Bretonneux, the scene was still “fresh”
in his mind. Like Hogden, he also wrote of the morning of 24 April, recalling
that “all our Company was badly shaken”. He remembered that “a most horrible
feeling of failure and fear came over me, a fear that I might be incapable of
action if called upon.”58

And while Bean’s account of Villers Bretonneux focused on the gains made by
the Australians at Villers Bretonneux, he was almost dispassionate about the

57
58

Letter, 30 June 1918, AWM PR 83/16, Private Jim Hogden.
“One Year with the Platoon”, AWM PR00261, Lieutenant John Barton.

62

human cost. In fact, Bean does his best to avoid describing the deaths of
Australians in his commentary. When he does mention AIF deaths, he does so
in an oblique manner, in emotionally detached comments. He noted that on 25
April “the wire was lined with the dead of … two battalions”59, before
describing the angle formed between the line of wire and the front line. In his
account of the raid Sergeant Stokes made on the German machine gunners
sheltering in the woods, he mentions that the men led by Stokes - “previously
six” - were now “reduced to two”.60 The reader is left to surmise that four
Australian men had become casualties in the interim. Only in the final
paragraph of his commentary on Second Villers Bretonneux does Bean mention
the high Australian casualties. Even then, all he manages to present are the bald
figures of the casualties suffered by the 13th and 15th Brigades, giving a cold
breakdown of the numbers of officer and other ranks casualties in a footnote.61

The only real reference in the Official History to the deaths of Australians at
Second Villers Bretonneux was provided through the words penned by one of
the officers: “ ‘the whistle of bullets became a swish and patter, and boys fell all
round me, generally without a sound’.”62 Such romantic language and imagery
again allowed Bean to side-step the reality of Australian deaths at Second
Villers Bretonneux. And the cold statistics leave no room at all for the
contemplation of the loss those figures would have occasioned for the thousands
59
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of people back in Australia, who were the friends and families of those dead
soldiers. Instead, he rationalised that “the Australian casualties, if fairly severe,
brought a result out of all proportion to their severity”.63 These men were
expendable for Bean.

This unfeeling way of recording the deaths of Australians in the Official History
was not just specific to Bean’s portrayal of the Second Battle for Villers
Bretonneux. In his commentary on the activities of the Australians in the Villers
Bretonneux sector between the two April battles, for example, Bean detailed the
way Lieutenant Henry Colyer attempted to maintain close links with the French
troops stationed adjacent to his post, by visiting the closest French officer each
morning. In his matter of fact style, Bean records that on the morning of 12
April 1918, on his way back from one of these visits just outside Villers
Bretonneux, “Colyer was killed.”64 But for Bean, life in the front line must go
on. His next sentence outlined the way Sergeant Barber then took command of
Colyer’s old post. We do not hear of Colyer again in Bean’s text.

Although life in the front line went on for Bean, this was not necessarily the
case for the mates of the dead, and we can find evidence of the flip-side of the
heroic Anzacs in the words penned by the soldiers. Keating, whose scathing
opinion of the Tommies we have already seen, complained that the Australians
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paid a heavy price for the British at Villers Bretonneux.65 His diary entries make
repeated references to the casualties suffered there: on 25 April he noted that the
Australian casualties from the counter attack were “very heavy”. The following
day he wrote in his diary that “our casualties are still increasing”, and that
“some of the best officers on the Brigade” had been “knocked over.” Three days
later he compiled a casualty list for the Villers Bretonneux operation, recording
that they amounted to over one thousand for the Brigade. Keating confided to
his diary that Second Villers Bretonneux was “a fitting but sad anniversary of
the landing on ANZAC.” 66

Not surprisingly, that “sad” aspect of the fighting at Villers Bretonneux does not
feature in the Official History. Alistair Thomson has demonstrated the way the
enduring memory of the war for some Diggers was not the mateship which
features so prominently in the official Anzac legend, but was rather the loss of
mates.67 It is ironic that one of the key features of the Anzac spirit highlighted
by Bean was the strong bonds of mateship which he argued existed amongst the
men of the AIF, yet he left the stories of the loss of mates endured by the men
out of his history.

But the men themselves certainly left their stories for other historians to
discover. One rich source is the files of the Red Cross Wounded and Missing
65
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Enquiry Bureau. The purpose of the Red Cross Wounded and Missing Enquiry
Bureau was to gather as much information as possible on the last known
moments of a soldier’s life.68 This information was then passed on to the
families and friends of the dead soldier, in order to help the bereaved cope with
their loss. As such, the Bureau’s files are littered with the casualties of the AIF’s
time at Villers Bretonneux.

These accounts of the deaths of Australians at Second Villers Bretonneux are
more detailed, and more intimate, than those mentioned by Bean in the Official
History. When Private J Willis described the death of David Williams, he said
Villers Bretonneux had just been taken “with heavy loss”, and that “hundreds of
the boys were lying about.”69 Private George Chapman told Red Cross workers
that Arthur Howe was killed at Villers Bretonneux after “he was hit by [a] shell
which burst near him…. We were holding the trench under heavy fire”.70 JM
Evans testified to a Red Cross enquirer that Private James Watson was one of
the hundreds who were “killed outright by machine gun bullet, in the stunt when
we finally took Villers-Brettonneux [sic]”.71 Private Payne recalled that Thomas
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Farr “was running forward to bring back [a] gun when a sniper got him with a
bullet through the head.”72

The soldiers who gave testimonies to the Red Cross about the deaths of men
such as James Watson, Thomas Farr and Arthur Howe, were providing
information about the death of someone who was known to them. In contrast to
Bean’s dispassionate manner when writing of the death of Australian soldiers,
the men who gave testimonies to the Red Cross often referred to the casualties
as friends, or mates.73 When the Red Cross asked for information on Private
Howe, McNevin referred to him affectionately as “Howie”.74 Private Payne had
clearly lost a friend when he spoke to the Red Cross searcher gathering details
on the death and burial of Thomas Farr. He commented that he had grown up
with Farr and said that he knew him “very well”.75 Similarly, Private Thomas
said of David Williams that “I knew him well & we were chums”.76

Men often passed information onto the Red Cross about the roles they played in
burying their mates, and caring for their graves. Private Payne described the
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way he helped in the burial of his friend Thomas Farr, commenting that Farr
was
… buried, where he fell, quite roughly and on the spot, and a crude sort
of cross was put up. There was no chance of doing anything else. We
were at Villers Bretonneux at the time and the position of affairs was
rather serious.77

Similarly, when Lieutenant Leslie Bignell was “killed outright by machine gun
fire” near Villers Bretonneux, his comrades buried him on the field.78 When
deaths occurred in calmer, safer circumstances than those surrounding Farr’s
death, proper burial services were held. For instance, when Private Arthur Allen
was killed at Villers Bretonneux on 8 August he was buried “in a little cemetery
about ½ a mile on the road from Villers Bretonneux,” and a padre officiated at
the service.79 Likewise, when Corporal Evans was buried in the grounds of one
of the chateaux at Villers Bretonneux he was given a burial service, presided
over by the battalion’s Chaplain.80

Australian soldiers were sometimes able to foster relationships with the graves
of their dead mates.81 Private Orton, another of Thomas Farr’s mates, managed
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to visit Farr’s grave, and he told the Red Cross that he had “personally placed a
Cross over the spot” where Farr had been buried. Six months after Farr died,
Orton was still visiting his friend’s grave to make sure it was “in good order”.82
This was not uncommon. Private John Bell died in May 1918 after being
wounded in the fighting at Villers Bretonneux on 25 April. Over the next few
months “some of his mates went … to fix up his grave.”83 And although Bean’s
account of Lieutenant Colyer’s life ended as soon as Sergeant Barber took over
the post at Villers Bretonneux, when Colyer’s friend Fred Tugwell learnt that he
had been killed in the woods near Villers Bretonneux, he inquired as to the
whereabouts of his grave so that he could visit it, and “do all I can for it.”84

The loss endured by soldiers such as Private Thomas and Fred Tugwell is also
evidenced through the letters they wrote to the bereaved at home. These letters
have been labelled as “formulaic” and as “set-pieces”, or have been interpreted
as examples of “silent”, or “restrained” grief.85 But this was not necessarily the
rule. Rather, Joy Damousi argues that the men often found comfort in furnishing
grieving relatives with details of death and burial.86 By recording their thoughts
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on paper, these letters could serve as a figurative laying to rest of their dead
mates.

Two letters written by soldiers after the death of Innis Everard at Villers
Bretonneux in July 1918 demonstrate quite clearly that there were different
types of letters which were written by soldiers to mark a death. Lieutenant
Towner wrote to Mrs Everard in South Australia, detailing how Innis had died
at 4.30am on 4 July 1918, and reassuring her that “death must have been
instantaneous.” He gave her the details of her son’s resting place, telling her that
he was buried “about ½ mile in front of VILLERS BRETTONAUX [sic] over
the main road.” He told her that her son had shown “great courage,” and that he
was “well liked by all ranks”. Before concluding his letter, Towner offered his
“deepest sympathy” to “a mother who has reared so noble a son.”87

In contrast, the sadness of Ken Thomas – one of Innis’ friends – was not too far
beneath the surface of the letter he wrote to Mrs Everard:
Innis was a Pal and one of whom I was proud to know. I always found
him a good and true friend, and as I look back on past enjoyments we
have spent together; one realizes more than ever what his old Pals mean
to him.88

Lieutenant Towner wrote to Mrs Everard because it was his duty to do so – it
was expected that, as Innis’ superior, he should provide whatever details and
87
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comfort he could to the dead man’s next of kin. Ken Thomas was under no such
obligation – he wrote because he wanted to. These letters demonstrate that some
letters were written out of a sense of obligation; others were more intimate, a
way of saying goodbye to dead mates.

Fred Tugwell, who was so keen to care for the grave of his friend Henry Colyer,
used writing as a way to express his grief. He wrote to Colyer’s widow
informing her that the news of her husband’s death grieved him “deeply”, and
that he would do his best to uncover all the details of Colyer’s death and burial
for her. There is a hint of Tugwell laying his friend to rest in the gentle
reminiscence of his last meeting with Colyer.
He looked so well …. We talked for a short time about you and [your
son] Noel and then I had to pursue my way. I am awfully glad I had this
last opportunity of talking with the dear fellow.89

Through the words of these soldiers we can see that Villers Bretonneux became
associated with loss for men who had fought there.

It was not unusual for soldiers to express their emotions by putting pen to paper.
As Frank S Johnston prepared to leave France he recorded in the final pages of
The Digger, an AIF trench journal published in France, that his “deepest
thoughts for ever more shall be/ Enwrapped about this land across the sea.” He
articulated his feelings in a poem entitled “Farewell to France”:
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I’m leaving France tonight,
I feel the call of comrades sleeping here,
Who ne’er will leave this land of loved ones dear;
Moon shine upon them bright
Oh pals
‘Tis you that rob this moment of its cheer,
‘Tis you that makes this parting now so drear.90

This sense of loss was elegantly captured by Fred Tugwell in his response to the
death of Henry Colyer. Years after Tugwell had written to Mrs Colyer
expressing his deep grief over her husband’s death, he wrote another farewell,
this time directly addressing his dead mate. “Old Man, glad to have a minute
with you”, he began, telling his friend that he often recalled the last time they
had seen each other.
I hadn’t seen you since 1914, and instantly I was back in the old home
town. What vivid impressions you were busy storing up … as
preparations for the move went forward. The letter home – the parcel of
souvenirs – the search for the old mate in the other unit – the last half
hour in the pleasant estaminet – a laboured chat with Madame of the
billet – the seizing of the last moments of freedom before the machine
rolled on …. You brought out, shyly and reverently, the photos … from
the last mail. The wife and the wee son, born since you left Australia,
looked out at us. You had some idea of what lay ahead, but we didn’t
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speak of that …. You were a ray of sunlight to me that dour day, Harry!
We were both acquiver with delight at the meeting.” 91

Clearly then, Bean’s account of the Australians at Villers Bretonneux in 1918
presents only part of the story. He highlights the efficiency and confidence of
the men of the AIF in the counter attack of Second Villers Bretonneux in order
to provide evidence for the image of the Anzacs as superior soldiers to the
British. But in doing so he ignores important features of the Diggers’ time at
Villers Bretonneux. The testimonies of the men themselves refer to their fear
and confusion, and to the flip-side of what Bean termed the “bloody” nature of
Villers Bretonneux: the large number of Australian deaths in the sector. We can
therefore see that, at Villers Bretonneux, the men of the Australian Imperial
Force sometimes acted as great warriors. But at the same time, they were also
often the bereaved. Villers Bretonneux was a place of military victory, but it
was also a place of loss for the men, a place where mates were mourned.

The death of Henry Colyer at Villers Bretonneux also offers a tantalizing hint of
another aspect of the soldiers’ experiences at Villers Bretonneux: the
interactions between the Australians and the French. This is the subject of the
following chapter.
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Chapter Two

“war wasn’t so bad after all”:
Living in Villers Bretonneux, 1918.

Australian soldiers began arriving in France in early 1916. “For three years
these Australians”, writes Les Carlyon, “youths of seventeen and balding men
of forty-five, tramped up and down the Somme downland and the Flanders
plain, past wayside shrines and clusters of brick barns, sometimes marching
twenty miles in a day … going up to the war and coming out again, taking in
reinforcements and going back again.”1 Yet the fighting undertaken by the
Australians in France was only a part of their war experiences, not the totality of
their time there. The Australian men fought in and around many towns all over
northern France, such as Villers Bretonneux, and while they were there they
lived as well as fought, forming relationships with the people and the places
they came into contact with.

1
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Richard White has pointed out that the Australian soldiers keenly anticipated
France from the moment they embarked from Australia in 1914. When the AIF
finally began arriving in France they brought with them a “wealth of cultural
associations”, White says, which saw them “willing” themselves to be
impressed by the “beauty” and “excitement” of the country.2 Many of the
Australians were certainly struck by the land. Private Henry Cadwallader wrote
about the beautiful surroundings “stretching green everywhere” and, in a
comment which demonstrates the way the soldiers instinctively compared the
countries they visited with their own home, he mentioned that there could never
be a drought in France - because there was water “in abundance everywhere”.3
Bean says the “long train journey northwards from Marseilles formed an
unforgettable spectacle” for the Australian soldiers; the “gloriously fine
weather”, and the delights of a vibrant northern Spring, prompted him to liken
France to a “fairyland”.4

The beautiful countryside made an impression on Sapper Roy Denning. Like so
many of his fellow-Diggers he wrote about the “many fast-flowing rivers and
little streams” in France, and the “delightful surroundings of beautiful scenery
and green foliage” – but he also wrote about the French people, who made the
Australians feel that they “were among friends”.5 Henry Cadwallader wrote to
2
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his mother about the friendliness of some of the French girls in particular. He
had seen “two or three of them kiss our boys on the different stations” while en
route from Marseilles to the Front. “Seems funny doesn’t it”, he commented,
but explained that “one must not take that for forwardness in any way, they feel
that proud of us coming so far to help them that they must express their feeling
in some way, and as you know, the French people are impulsive.”6

Cadwallader’s statement on the impulsive nature of the French demonstrates
that the Australians had preconceived notions of the French before they had
even arrived in the country. These were men who had not had the opportunity to
mix with people from diverse cultural backgrounds, and there is more than a
hint of racism behind some of the pleasure the Diggers felt about arriving in
France. Private Langford Colley-Priest wrote of his “joy” at being in France,
commenting that it was “grand to see white women and children again, after
being amongst the Egyptians”.7 He was not alone in expressing such sentiments.
Lieutenant Eric Edgerton wrote “You can imagine the sight France was to us
with its green grass, clean, white people, pretty villages, and the abundance of
water after the dirty hole of Egypt.”8

Not only were they white, but the people of France were also generous. As the
men travelled through villages and towns on their way to the Front the French

6
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civilians sometimes gave them presents, such as cigarettes and coffee, or fruit
and wine. 9 Lance Corporal Roy Malcolm wrote of his arrival in France to his
family back in Australia, telling them about the way the Australian soldiers
were “rushed” at “from all quarters” wherever they alighted from the train. He
was given “a hamper of French pan cakes and souvenirs” by a French woman and enthused that “my word they were just beautiful.”10 Such a reception from
the local population was enormously welcoming to men who were so far from
their homes and their families, and helped them feel that they were once again
amongst people of their own “kind”.

These snippets of the Australian soldiers’ experiences of France hint at their
interactions with French civilians, but much of the detail of these encounters has
been lost in the literature on the AIF in France. We have seen in the previous
chapter the way the people of France have often been caricatured as simple
peasant folk who, busy with their plans to flee westward, notice the Australians
heading up to the line and proclaim that now that the Australians have arrived
they can unload their carts and prams … because they will stem the tide of the
advancing German Army.11 Or the civilians are noted in the literature by their
absence: stories of “half-eaten meals” left on “the cottage tables” in haste are

9
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told and re-told in the literature to highlight the swiftness of the German
advance, and the seriousness of the situation for the Allies.12 But the French
people never move into centre-stage in these stories.

This is not to suggest that histories which portray the civilians as refugees are in
some way inaccurate. The letters and diaries written by the Australian men
provide ample evidence that they were often witnesses (as Bean, Cutlack and
Adam-Smith note), to French civilians being forced to flee from their homes,
and that the civilians did sometimes view the Australian soldiers as saving them
from the German Army. Private John Hardie, for example, noticed the “poor
Frenchies running away with what they could carry”, and said “they all had that
frightened look.” He also commented that the French civilians who had
remained in their homes were very glad to see the soldiers, “especially when
they knew we were Aussies”, adding that “some of them ran around shaking
hands with the boys.”13

But rather than these events being merely observed by “dusty”, “cheery”, and
emotionally detached Diggers, such as those presented in Adam-Smith’s
history, many of the Australian men were genuinely moved by the plight of the
civilians. JJ Bull recalled the “appalling sight” of witnessing the:

12
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innocent inhabitants fleeing from their homes with a few precious
possessions … The moving column was chiefly composed of old men
and women accompanied by bare-footed, weeping children. One poor
old soul, old enough to be a grandmother, with her worldly possessions
in a perambulator, and an old man leading a cantankerous goat were in
the vanguard. It would have been ludicrous had it not been so poignantly
pathetic.14

Likewise, Private Arthur Sindrey wrote to his wife of the civilians who were
being forced to leave their homes as he made his way to the front line in the
chaotic wake of the Michael offensive:
Old men and women were there, scarcely able to walk, indeed some
could not walk for one old lady I saw was being wheeled along in a
wheelbarrow.15

For Sindrey these people, and the effects of the war on them, were all too real.
“I felt very sorry for these poor people”, he continued, and asked his wife to:
try and put yourself in their place. Think what it would be if you and our
little girl were driven from the home that we love so dearly, with only
those things you were able to carry with you, with almost a certain
knowledge that when next you saw it the house and all its contents would
be only a heap of ruins, and you will know what has happened to
thousands of women in France. 16
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Figure
2.1:
The
plight
of

The plight of the French people touched the emotions of many of the Australian
soldiers, and prompted them to help the civilians. Major Trousellot “helped an
old lady with her barrow” as she tried to make her way to safety. As he assisted
her she told him about how she had been sheltering in her cellar when the
Germans had arrived at her home, demanding to know where her husband was.
He was hiding in the shadows with their three daughters, she told Trousellot,
but, just as Madame was trying to convince the German officers that she was
alone, one of the girls made some sort of noise. Trousellot wrote in his diary
that the Germans “shot the old man as he hid and the girls bolted screaming as
they went”, only getting as far as the cellar stairs, where they were each shot.
Meanwhile:
The old lady had managed to make her way outside by this time and
started to run but on being seen she was shot at and one bullet hit her
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head on passing. The blow caused her to fall and she fortunately fell in a
deep ditch …. Late that night she managed to crawl away and so meet
me.

17

Troussellot had spent some time assisting the French woman. He finished his
account of the woman’s story in his diary with the comment that “you can guess
the impression this story made upon me.”18

Like Trousellot, Brigadier-General Henry Goddard saw first hand the effects of
war on French civilians when he arrived in Villers Bretonneux in April 1918,
shortly before First Villers Bretonneux. On one occasion he found the body of
an elderly woman “in her nightdress … evidently having been blown out of her
bed by a shell.” 19 His diary details the way he arranged for her to be buried, just
as a family member might have done in the years before the war.

He wrote of another “pathetic case of an old woman” who had been left behind
in the village. The woman was bedridden, and Goddard recorded that she had
lived in the same dwelling in Villers Bretonneux “for nearly 80 years and
refuses to go away.” He made sure “the boys” did all they could for her, and he
arranged for an ambulance to come and collect her to remove her to a position
of relative safety.20 These were not isolated examples of help given to French
civilians at Villers Bretonneux by the men of the AIF: when the Germans began
17
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to bombard the town with both gas and high explosive shells, Private Smyth
also recorded the way he and his mates all helped to remove “several elderly
men and women”, who had remained in their homes, to areas further behind the
lines.21

The evacuation of the civilian population of Villers Bretonneux by the time of
First Villers Bretonneux meant that the area became, in Bean’s words, a
“soldiers’ town” by the end of the first week of April 1918.22 The township
itself was declared “out of bounds” for the men of the AIF, but this did not deter
the troops. The Australians lost no time in uncovering not just the half eaten
meals the residents had left behind when they had been forced to evacuate, but
they also soon discovered the contents of many well-stocked cellars.

John Hardie - who had commented on “the poor Frenchies” running from their
homes - was one of many soldiers “put on guard” in different areas throughout
the town in order to prevent the men from “looting”.23 Bean suggests that the
soldiers such as Hardie did a good job of guarding the possessions of the
Bretonnois, claiming that only “a few cases of drunkenness occurred” at Villers
Bretonneux. 24 But the evidence provided by the soldiers tells a different story.

21
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In contrast to Bean’s “few cases” of drunkenness, there was actually “great
competition”, according to Lieutenant Victor Ketterer, “to see who could get
away with the greatest quantity” of wine from the cellars of the deserted village.
He enthused that “many thrilling times were experienced both in the village and
the front lines” at Villers Bretonneux.25 This comment is significant in that we
can again see the way Bean tried to fashion a specific image of the Australian
soldiers, and one that may not necessarily have always been based on fact. It
also challenges the dominant image of the time the soldiers spent on the
Western Front: the image of the futility of the battles, the mud that swallowed
up men and machines, the shattered trees and the ruined villages, for instance,
stands in stark contrast to the good times recorded in the diaries and memoirs
written by the men.

25
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Figure 2.2:
A different
image of war
at Villers
Bretonneux.
The Diggers
enjoy a game
of cricket,
above.
Below, The
Bandicoot
theatre
troupe in
costume for
a show at

Victor Ketterer’s experience of Villers Bretonneux shows us that the war the
soldiers lived through also had moments of fun. And he was not alone. Private
Charles Taylor only managed to visit Villers Bretonneux once before he was
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wounded, but his diary entry highlights the atmosphere in the town: “Went into
village for stuff got drunk [on] champagne”.26 Private Walter Smyth had a
similar experience. He remembers Villers Bretonneux as a place where he
“worked hard but lived well” on “beaucoup vin and champagne, poultry, tinned
food and vegetables.”27 One of the enduring memories of Villers Bretonneux for
Corporal Henry Taylor was of “plenty ‘vin-blanc’ and champagne”.28

Not only were the cellars and pantries of Villers Bretonneux raided, but so too
were the wardrobes of either sex, and the piano of one of the two chateaux was
put to good use. In what must surely be one of the most incongruous images of
the war, soldiers added to the jovial atmosphere in Villers Bretonneux as they
played tunes on a piano in what was once a very grand house, but was by then a
battered ruin. Henry Taylor wrote, years later, that “in these circumstances ‘war
wasn’t so bad after all’.”29

The champagne and wine the Australians helped themselves to at Villers
Bretonneux sheds light on some of the subtleties of the relationships between
the AIF and other members of the Allied forces. British commanders were
apparently “particularly afraid of drunkenness among the Australians” when
they learnt that the Diggers were stationed in such close proximity to the cellars

26
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of Villers Bretonneux.30 On one occasion General Lee, of the Fifth British
Army, caught a group of Diggers with “well filled” sandbags slung over their
shoulders, and used a stick to send the contents of the bags running down the
backs of the soldiers. The Official History notes that this action was “resented”
by the Australians, which – no doubt – was a polite understatement on Bean’s
part.31

In contrast to such patronising and heavy handed treatment by the British,
soldiers of the French Army were only too happy to share a drink with the
Australians. Before Henry Taylor and his mates were relieved by the Tommies
at Villers Bretonneux they absented themselves and made a brief stop in some
of the cellars of the town, filling more sand bags with “a good supply of wine
and champagne”. Later, holed up in the reserve area alongside a French
regiment, the Australians invited their French comrades in arms to share in their
booty. “Plenty of wine was to be had and everybody was happy”, he wrote.32

Despite instances such as these, fraternisation between the men of the AIF and
the French soldiers has received even less attention in the literature than the
interactions between the Diggers and the French civilians. The poilu never
really move beyond the fringes in the Official History: they feature as troops

30
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who hold the line alongside the Australians, or who relieve Australian or British
battalions as they depart from the front line.

Partly this can be explained by the fact that the interaction between the French
and Australian soldiers was limited. Private Colley-Priest commented that
French soldiers “were everywhere to be seen” as he travelled from Marseilles to
the Front in 1916, but once they arrived in the actual theatres of war the Diggers
fought largely with their own.33 In fact, in 1917 Captain Bill Braithwaite
complained in a letter home that he could barely speak as much French as he
had when he had left Australia. He told his sister that he had seen “a few French
soldiers but we are miles from the French Army and are amongst Australians all
the time”. He joked that “we hear about as much French spoken as you could
listen to any day at the Preston Tannery.”34

Photographic evidence offers proof, however, that the Australian soldiers did
sometimes come into contact with the French. Figure 2.3, which depicts the
Australian troops taking part in the burial of a French civilian, shows us a group
of Diggers acting as pall bearers with an unmistakably Gallic military figure
leading the burial party. This man, Monsieur Diebolt, was the French interpreter
attached to the AIF. He was also a priest in peace time, which is how he came to
be involved in the burial of this civilian.35
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Please see print copoy for Figure 2.3

Figure 2.3:
Australians
and French
side by
side in
Villers
Bretonneux.

Figures 2.4 and 2.5 also provide evidence of the way the Australians were
sometimes stationed side-by-side with the French. Under these circumstances
the soldiers of the two countries could not help but interact at least occasionally.

Figure
2.4:
Austral
ian and
French
troops
inspect
aircraf
t
wreckag
e
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Figure 2.5:
Australian and
French troops
in camp
together near
Ville s

Please see print copy for Figure 2.5

Photographs also provide further evidence of the interaction between the
Australian soldiers and French civilians. In Figure 2.6 Australian soldiers pose
with a group of Villers Bretonneux residents who had returned to their damaged
homes after Second Villers Bretonneux. We can see that the Australians
stationed in Villers Bretonneux were well aware of the plight of the residents of
the town. Captain JA Nunn wrote that most of the valuables and furniture the
people of Villers Bretonneux returned to salvage was “only fit for firewood”.36

36
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Please see print copy for Figure 2.6

Figure 2.6: Some residents of Villers
Bretonneux return to their ruined homes and
live alongside the men of the AIF.

Ironically the devastation wrought upon the homes of Villers Bretonneux on the
evening of the counter attack on 24/25 April 1918 had been a God-send for the
men of the AIF. A number of fires in the township caused by the artillery
provided a much needed landmark for the troops as they advanced across the
unfamiliar countryside in the darkness.37 Nevertheless, with daylight many of
the men were moved by what they saw at Villers Bretonneux. Keating thought it
was “pitiable to see the way their houses are knocked about”.38 Ralph Keegan
made his way along what had been the main street of the town after Second
Villers Bretonneux: he said “the town was a mass of wreckage”. When he
visited one of the Villers Bretonneux chateaux he noticed “the priceless
furniture, carpets, paintings etc., that had been utterly destroyed by shell fire,
37
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dust and the elements”. He lamented that by the time his battery left the town
“the place was little better than a shambles.”39 At least some of the Australians
were so moved by the destruction at Villers Bretonneux that, later in the year, a
group of Diggers busied themselves with the task of rebuilding the local
school.40

The Australian soldiers were so moved by the destruction of the town, and so
willing to help the townspeople, because they had formed strong emotional
attachments to France and to the French. This went far beyond merely the
sexual encounters between the Australian men and French women, and which
have been detailed by Richard Travers.41 When Lieutenant Edgerton arrived in
France in 1916 he wrote that it was “home” compared to Gallipoli.42 And so it
was. The Australians literally lived in French homes, with French families.
Bean enthused that “it was unalloyed delight” for the Australians to “take part in
the life of these simple families.”43

But they did more than simply take part in family life: they were adopted into
these families, and cared for by the French. When Lieutenant Leslie Bignell was
sent to an army musketry school in early 1918 he wrote to his family at home,
39

Keegan, Ralph M, Gunner, An Even Break, AWM MSS1333, Chapter 8, pp. 7-8, 22.
(Keegan begins each new chapter on page 1.)
40
Robinvale Sentinel, 5 May 1984, p.2; Prue Parlicki, Interpreting Icons of Remembrance: The
Memorial School at Villers Bretonneux and the Construction of War Memory, BA Honours
thesis, University of Melbourne, 1992, p. 5.
41
Richard Travers, Diggers in France: Australian Soldiers on the Western Front, ABC Books,
Sydney, 2008, pp. 32-35, 73, 134-136, 173, 206-208.
42
Diary entry, 18 April 1916, AWM 3 DRL/6582, Lieutenant EH Edgerton.
43
CEW Bean, Official History of Australia in the War of 1914-18, Vol III, The Australian
Imperial Force in France, 1916, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1941, p. 86.

91

telling them that he was billeted “in a very nice little village many miles from
the line”, and that he was being very “well looked after”.44 Eric Edgerton’s
diary conjures images of a warm, peaceful domestic scene in the way he wrote
that “I am at present sitting near the fire writing by the lights of a lamp on the
table in the living room.” He recorded that all the men at the billet were
extended the same privilege, and that they all appreciated such treatment
“immensely”. Madame, he wrote, also helped the men in their mastery of
French. She had taken on an almost maternal presence in his diary; his genuine
and fond feelings for this French woman are best summed up in the statement
that “Madame is very kind and treats us really well”.45

What we can see through these snapshots of war are further examples of some
of the bonds that were formed between people during the war. Historians have
looked at various different types of these bonds – the bonds formed by those at
home who had lost, or expected to lose, loved ones; the bonds formed between
those who helped the bereaved; and the bonds formed between the men who
fought together, for example.46 The strength of the latter have led historians to
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argue that the particular fighting unit a man belonged to could function as a
soldier’s “family”.

47

Yet, strong familial bonds also developed between the

Australian soldiers and the French families they were billeted with, in addition
to the kinship, or mateship, bonds which developed within the AIF.

For example, mealtimes are often an important part of family life, and we can
find evidence of the familial bonds formed between the AIF and French
civilians through examining the ways they shared food and drink. The
generosity shown to soldiers like Roy Malcolm, who enjoyed the delicious
cakes he was given by a French woman on his way to the Front in 1916, was a
feature of the relationships between the AIF and the French civilians for the
remainder of the war. Corporal Henry Sennet continued to receive food parcels
from a French woman throughout the war48, and Cyril Lawrence kept returning
to visit one of the families he had been billeted with, and dined with them
frequently. The generosity of his French hosts impressed him: he wrote that
they plied him with “all sorts of good food”, and plenty of beer, wine and
cognac. He confided to his family back in Australia that he was “always half
squiffy” when he left. 49 Likewise, Roy Kyle was so much a part of one of his
host homes that he was included in a (very drunken) confirmation dinner for one
of the daughters of the family he lived with.50
47
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The sharing of food worked in both directions. Private Laurence Willey recalled
after the war that many of the French who had been forced to leave their homes
were starving, so he and his mates “gave up a lot of tucker to help feed the poor
beggars”.51 The first thing Ralph Keegan noticed when he arrived in France
were the French children, asking him for bully beef. He remembered that the
children “were always found near the troops waiting for food.”52

The Australian soldiers not only gave French children bully beef, but they also
played with them.53 Roy Kyle played hopscotch and ‘catch’ with the daughter of
one of the families he was billeted with,54 and Cyril Lawrence obviously found
great delight in having “a romp with the kiddies” of his surrogate family
(hopefully before he got too “squiffy”). He would “happily spend most of his
day” playing with the French “kiddies”, he wrote, because it was “just like
being at home again”.55

A great depth of feeling grew between the French civilians and Australian
soldiers, and this is evidenced in the way the French grieved over the deaths of
Australian soldiers. When Captain Bill Braithwaite died in 1918 his mother
received a letter from Bill’s best mate, Pat Gorman. Gorman told Mrs
51
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Braithwaite of “how greatly grieved” a number of his “French friends are at
Bill’s death.” Pat told her of how the French were “genuinely grieved”, and how
some of them had written to him telling him of how they had “all prayed” for
his “dead friend” on All Soul’s Day. These were more than mere hollow words,
embellished to provide comfort to Mrs Braithwaite. Bill’s file at the Australian
War Memorial contains a letter sent to Pat by a French woman named Marthé,
who declared that she will “go and pray on his [Bill’s] grave always.”56

Sharing homes and food, playing games, and grieving over dead soldiers were
all areas of “common ground” between the Australian men and their host
French families, and helped them overcome cultural and linguistic barriers.
When LM Ford and his mate shared a meal of fried eggs and chips with an
elderly French couple he wrote that it did not seem to matter that he had
forgotten much of the French he had learnt as a school boy, adding that they
“managed to converse to a certain extent”.57 In fact some Australians had
managed to converse with the French to such an extent that Australians literally
joined the families of the French. “Doc” George Edwards married a French girl
in Villers Bretonneux, and remained in France to become “the only British café
owner in Amiens.”58 And when Mr Braithwaite and two of his daughters
travelled to the Somme in 1920 with the hope of purchasing the land which
contained Bill’s grave, they made contact with Marthé, the young French
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woman who had promised to care for the grave. It transpired that she travelled
back to Australia with Bill’s family, and married Pat Gorman the following
year.59

But not all of the men of the AIF were so enamoured with the French. Private
Harold Sims was not impressed when he arrived in France in 1916 and marched
to Neufchatel. The Australians attempted to help themselves to one of the
village water pumps but were met, not with kisses from the friendly
Mademoiselles, but with a refusal from an angry Madame, who said she would
sooner give a drink to the Germans than to the Australians.60 Gunner Ralph
Keegan was not fond of the French either. He took issue with some French men
in an estaminet over their criticisms of the English troops in the wake of the
Fifth Army’s retreat. He also thought that the French men were lazy, allowing
their women to toil harder and longer than themselves.61 Trousellot was even
more scathing, writing of his “hatred of the French”.62 Private Evans was struck
by how dirty the French farms were.63 And Roy Ramsay complained about the
experience of being billeted with the French in a negative light. He hated the
smell, and said he “had to live with pigs, hens and cows not far from their
manure heap”.64 Bill Braithwaite summed up his attitude towards France thus:
he thought France was “prettier” than England, but he felt this was spoilt
59
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somewhat by the inhabitants, whom he thought were “a dirty lot.”65
Nevertheless, the French were still preferable to some of the other Allies of the
British. Echoing the racist attitudes so many of the soldiers expressed about the
Egyptians, Ramsay proclaimed he did not “care a hang for the Russians,
Belgians, Greeks, Italian or anyone but France and England”, adding that “the
rest can go to pot for all I care.”66

Regardless, we have seen in the previous chapter that there is evidence that a
number of Australian men were saddened when they had to leave France after
the Armistice. Both Bill Gammage and Bart Ziino have written of this sadness.
Gammage commented that, after November 1918, the “living would sail away,
breaking cherished associations and bearing only sorrowing memories”.67 Bart
Ziino has captured the mixed feelings the Diggers experienced with even more
eloquence: “Home called, reunions beckoned, and yet their departure bespoke a
severance of ties with fallen comrades that death itself had not made
complete.”68 Gammage and Ziino therefore both attribute the sadness of the
Diggers to the fact that they were leaving their dead mates behind.
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But there was more to their sadness than that. We can see through the final
pages of The Digger that the Australians were also saddened because they were
leaving the place and the people of France. H Leonard Hyde wrote:
Adieu, fair France, we leave you now
For tropic, sunny skies,
Remembering the kindly smile
That lit your saddened eyes.69

The Commandant of the Australian Base Depot at Le Havre wrote of his
“regretful sadness at the final parting from the land that has sheltered us so
long… And … the friends we have made and are leaving here.” He said he
would “treasure” the “kindness that had been shown” to him and his comrades
whilst in France. “Good-bye, dear France … Good-bye, dear comrades and
friends” he wrote, stating that “greatest among the memories” of war “will be
the memory of the France we are leaving where we have lived, loved, lost, and
won so much.”70

Villers Bretonneux was therefore a place where the richness of human life was
experienced by the men of the Australian Imperial Force. It was a place where
battles were fought and won by the Australian men, and where Australian men
were killed and buried. It was also a place where bonds were formed between
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the Australians and the French. These bonds ran deeper than simply friendship
and camaraderie. When the Australians were welcomed into French homes the
French became their surrogate family. Henry Taylor’s memoirs highlight the
way he had, like Cyril Lawrence and Roy Kyle, become part of a French family
by the time the war was over. He recalled that when he went to the station to
leave France, “mother, father and daughter” were all there to see him off. He
was not alone in having an entourage, and he concluded that “As the long train
slowly pulled out of the platform with hands waving fond farewells, one would
have thought that we were leaving home, not going home.”71 And it is to home
that we turn to in the following chapter, in order to understand what those who
had remained on the homefront knew of Villers Bretonneux in 1918.
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Chapter Three

“The very breastplate of Amiens”:
Locating Villers Bretonneux from the
homefront, 1918.

Although most Australians had never visited Europe in 1914 France was
nevertheless a place Australians were familiar with at the outbreak of the war.1
Richard White tells us that, prior to the war, Australians were used to imagining
places which, despite their distance, were culturally important to them.2 The
journey to Europe was simply too far, and too expensive, for all but the wealthy
few. But White points out that Europe was brought closer to those Australians
who would never make the trip themselves via the Eurocentric nature of popular
culture, and through the information passed on to them by those lucky
Australians who had visited the continent. Europe was therefore a place
Australians had “visited” many times in their imagination. While the Great War
saw unprecedented numbers of Australians make the physical journey “abroad”,
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the established pattern - of most Australians having to rely on the words and
experiences of others in order to gain an understanding of Europe3 - was
sustained throughout the war; and this is how most Australians came to know of
a place called Villers Bretonneux during 1918.

In 1914 France loomed large as the epitome of “foreign” within Australian
imaginations, but during the war Australians began to imagine the French not so
much as foreign, but as Allies. This was brought about by newspaper articles,
and by the information those at home received from the men at the Front. For
instance, John Ramsland argues that throughout the war the Sydney Mail
carefully crafted an image of the French poilu as fighting shoulder to shoulder
with the Diggers in aid of a common cause.4 In this way the French could be
imagined as friends; friends in need of help according to Ramsland, who
suggests that the Australian public was deliberately familiarised with the French
in an attempt to stimulate recruitment in Australia. Research into the
effectiveness of that tactic remains to be undertaken. Scholarly attention has
more often been directed towards the ties of empire, and socio-economic and
religious groupings, and the way these drew Australians into the Great War,
rather than seeking to understand what influence, if any, thoughts of France may
have had on enlistment.5 However the help sent to France by Australian
3
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civilians during the war certainly suggests that Australians identified with, and
felt for, their French Allies.

Australians who could not take up arms were expected to contribute to the war
effort by supporting, and working (gratis) for the various Patriotic Funds which
were established once the war broke out.6 An army of (mainly) women and
children fought on the homefront to out-do each other in the number of socks
they knitted and clothes they sewed, or in the success of the fundraising
activities they hosted, or amounts of money they donated for these Funds. The
knitted socks were sent to the Australian men at the Front, along with many
other “comforts” from home, such as preserves, tobacco and newspapers. But
vast quantities of goods and money were also sent from Australia to the people
of the Allied nations during the war, including the French.

A number of Patriotic Funds and appeals were established in Australia during
the war to raise money or send goods to alleviate distress specifically in France.
One of these, the French Red Cross Society of Victoria, was established in 1916
by Charlotte Crivelli, a French woman then resident in Melbourne. The Society
encouraged women and children in Victoria to donate comforts for the benefit
of French soldiers, such as Crivelli’s son, who was fighting with the French
6
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armed forces. During its first year of operation, the French Red Cross Society of
Victoria raised more than £5,400. The following year the organisation really
found its feet: an ambulance appeal raised £7,250, while a week of fundraising,
in an aptly named “French Week”, raised a whopping £66,695.7

No doubt the relief afforded to France by the people of Victoria owed a great
deal to the enthusiasm and Gallic patriotism of Charlotte Crivelli. In Adelaide
too, it was a French woman, Madame Mouchette, who arranged much of the
help sent from South Australia to French women and children in need.8 But help
for France was also arranged by organisations other than those promoted by
Crivelli and Mouchette, suggesting that there was a general shared desire across
Australia to help their distant Allies in France. In Queensland, for example, a
branch of the French Red Cross was also established, and a separate Franco
Queensland League of Help was founded to raise money for widows, orphans
and homeless children in France.9 And in NSW a fund for French victims of war
was established in 1917, with fundraising efforts concentrated on “France’s
National Day” on 14 July. Organisers made emotive appeals to potential donors
to help “relieve the appalling distress of our noble Allies…”10 and used images,
such as a picture of a French soldier helping a British “Tommy”, to elicit
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donations from the public.11 The NSW Division of the Australian Red Cross
sent a group of twenty nurses to work with the Croix de Rouge in Europe, but
mostly the help sent to France from Australia followed more traditional lines,
with many articles of clothing, and large donations of money being forwarded to
the French.12 In all, Australians raised almost £700,000 for the French during
the war, in addition to the “in kind” donations which were shipped to France by
the various Patriotic Funds.13

A comparison with the amounts of money raised for other Allies suggests that
Australians were particularly generous towards the French. In NSW £329,011
was raised during the war for the French Relief Fund, compared to £106,281 for
the Polish Relief Fund, for example, and £54,199 for the Serbian and
Montenegrin Fund.14 Only the Belgians received more money than the French
from the residents of NSW.

In Victoria there were a broader range of Relief Funds established than in NSW:
money could be donated for the French, Belgian, Russian, Italian, Armenian,
Polish, Syrian, and Serbian victims of war, but the pattern identified in NSW
was also evident in Victoria. The Belgians received the greatest amount of
money - over £320,000 - while the Poles and the Armenians both had to make
11
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do with just over £7,000. The Syrians were given less than £4,000, but the
French were given approximately £230,000.15 The response in the remaining
states largely followed the same trend, with Belgian and French recipients at the
top of the Allied hierarchy in terms of funds received.16

This pattern can be explained by the outpouring of sympathy for “brave little
Belgium” in the early months of the war, when stories were circulated of
Belgian babies being bayoneted by the advancing German Army. By the time
the likes of Crivelli and Mouchette hosted appeals for the French in 1916 and
1917 the urgency of 1914 was lost. In addition, McQuilton has noted that as the
war progressed there was a tendency, at least within the rural area his study
focussed on, to concentrate donations and other voluntary activities on causes
which would benefit the local population.17 With this in mind it is even more
surprising that such vast sums of money were donated to help the French.

The fact that there were such marked, and nationally consistent, patterns in what
was given to the peoples of different Allied nations reinforces the findings of
historians such as Scates, Oppenheimer and Luckins, who have all suggested
that Australians put a measure of thought, and a degree of emotion, into the acts
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of giving during the war.18 In looking at just who the Australians were
enthusiastic about helping there is a hint again of some of the racist attitudes
(described in the previous chapter) expressed by the Diggers when they arrived
in France. For the soldiers it was a relief to be amongst “white” people again;
for those at home the plight of the familiar French was easier to imagine than
that of the thoroughly unknown and foreign – not to mention “black” Armenians or Syrians. And when Australians received positive feedback from
the French (like those who worked for the French Red Cross Society of
Victoria, who were thanked for their “most welcome” donations19) the image of
the French as foreign was further chipped away. Such communication helped
Australians to imagine the French as Allies – or even friends. So while those
unimaginable places, such as Syria, remained foreign to Australians at home,
France was brought closer in Australian imaginations during the war.

Villers Bretonneux, with its hard to spell and difficult to pronounce name, was a
foreign place to Australians at the beginning of 1918, but it became a household
name over the next few months. Civilian Australians first began hearing of the
town in newspaper reports printed in the Autumn of 1918. The newspaper was
the most immediate source of news in 1918: there was no other mass media, and
there was a considerable lag in the time it took for letters from loved ones at the
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Front to reach Australia.20 But dispatches could be filed from war
correspondents in Europe one day, and printed in Australian metropolitan
dailies the next.21

Villers Bretonneux was presented in newspapers as first and foremost a place
associated with the military exploits and supposed superiority of the Diggers.
The battles dubbed First and Second Villers Bretonneux were given extensive
newspaper coverage in the pages of metropolitan dailies. Reports on, and
references to, First Villers Bretonneux stretched out to over a week; Second
Villers Bretonneux was in the news for five consecutive days.22 The Australian
soldiers were described as “looking magnificently strong and bronzed” when
they arrived in Villers Bretonneux, and the tone of much of the press coverage
is encapsulated in a report carried by the Sydney Morning Herald, which
claimed that the Australians were such fearsome warriors that when the
Germans attempted to advance around Villers Bretonneux in early April they
felt compelled to flee from the scene. The reason? Apparently “they did not care
to meet the Australians’ bayonets”.23
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The image of brave, strong Australian soldiers was sustained in newspaper
accounts of Second Villers Bretonneux. The Australians were described as
“cunning”, “daring” and “skillful”.24 The headlines for the various reports on
the night’s fighting trumpeted that there had been “Ground Regained”, and that
“Australian Tactics” had been used. The text of these stories repeatedly made
reference to the numbers of German soldiers the Australians had killed: “Great
heaps of German dead now lie around Villers Bretonneux”, readers were
informed. “The English and Australian officers agree”, continued the next
paragraph, “that they have never seen dead lying so thick on any battlefield”.
Over in the next column readers were reminded that “It was a complete reversal
of fortune for the enemy, whose bodies lie in heaps”.25 Neither the Sydney
Morning Herald nor the Argus made any reference to any piles of dead
Australian soldiers.

And just as CEW Bean exploited the fighting at Villers Bretonneux to
demonstrate the superiority of the Australian soldiers compared with the British
Tommies through the pages of the Official History, so too did the newspaper
reports he filed in 1918. The British Divisions were “weary”, but the
Australians were “fresh” and “in magnificent fighting form”.26 A British unit
merely “assisted” the Australians when they cleared the woods south of Villers
Bretonneux,27 and it was up to the Diggers to pick up “the threads of resistance
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where their kinsfolk dropped them”.28 As a result, when Australians at home
read of Villers Bretonneux in their newspapers it became a place synonymous
with Australian military success.

Newspapers attempted to incorporate this success into a supposed Australian
martial tradition. When the strategic importance of Villers Bretonneux was
outlined for readers of the Sydney Morning Herald in early April, the Diggers
were linked through allusion to the knights of a romantic, mythical past: Villers
Bretonneux, it was declared, was “the very breastplate of Amiens”.29 Again, an
article printed in the Sydney Morning Herald later in the month drew links
between Villers Bretonneux and the fighting at Gallipoli by likening Villers
Bretonneux to an operation “more like one of the adventurous night attacks of
Gallipoli than a scheme soberly attempted on the Western front”.30 In this way,
the importance of Villers Bretonneux for Australians, and for an embryonic
Australian nationalism, was reinforced.

For the rest of 1918, Villers Bretonneux continued to appear in the press as a
familiar point of reference. When Hamel was taken in July 1918, for example,
the Age reported that the AIF had gained “an important victory” against the
Germans, with the location of this action being given as “between Villers
Bretonneux and the Somme”.31 The same thing happened when news of
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Germany’s “Black Day” began appearing in newspapers in August. The Allies
advanced, readers of the Argus were informed, “due east of Amiens, beyond
Villers Bretonneux”. Their final destination on 8 August was reported as the
town of Harbonnieres – contextualised through the fact that it was “six miles
eastward of Villers Bretonneux.”32 By mid-August the Australians were
reported as still fighting “in the Villers Bretonneux neighbourhood”.33 This
repetitive reference to Villers Bretonneux ensured that the town became a
household name across Australia.

But people at home also came to know of Villers Bretonneux as a place of so
much more than just battles. They came to know the town, and the impact the
war had on the French there, and to see it as a place where French families
welcomed their boys so that they had a home away from home. Above all
though, they learnt of Villers Bretonneux as a place of loss.

A sense of familiarity with Villers Bretonneux for those at home was magnified
by newspaper reports which detailed something of the nature of the town. An
article printed in the Argus, for example, ostensibly concerned with the “battle
of tanks” at Villers Bretonneux, was prefaced with a paragraph of details on the
town there. Readers therefore learnt that Villers Bretonneux was a “substantial
town” and that, at least prior to April 1918, it had been home to around five
thousand people. The article helped people at home to visualise the area, by
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describing the lay-out of the town, and the look of the dwellings within the
town. Overall the description conjures an image of something of a rural idyll,
with references to the “ornate private houses” of the town, and the “park like
grounds” and “manicured gardens” of the two chateaux, to the fields which “fall
away to the River Luce” in the south, and to the “green meadows” which
surrounded the town.34

Australians at home were aware that Villers Bretonneux did not remain an
idyllic French town once the war arrived in th4e vicinity. An official dispatch
from the Front following First Villers Bretonneux was printed in the
metropolitan press, and informed Australians that “at dawn Villers Bretonneux
was a pretty country town. By dusk it was a smoking, desolate ruin.”35 Letters
from the Front corroborated such reports. For example, Lina Baker, a young
woman in Melbourne whose brother was serving with the AIF in France, struck
up a correspondence with a French woman, Denise, and gained an insight into
the war’s destructive effects from her letters. Lina and Denise exchanged
postcards of their home towns and wrote of their mutual “sorrow” over the war.
Denise also told Lina about the number of towns in France which were “now
nothing; some ruins taken by the braves [sic] and good Australians.”36 We also
saw in the previous chapter that Australian soldiers often told those at home
about the devastating effects of the war: Mrs Sindrey was forced to contemplate
34
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the plight of the people in France when her husband wrote to her describing the
terrible scenes of destruction and asked her to put herself in the place of the
French.37 Australians were therefore aware of the impact of the war on the
countryside and homes of the French. They were also aware that French
civilians were living amidst the war zone. This notion of an overlapping
homefront and battlefront, as there was across much of northern France, was
utterly foreign to Australian civilians. But as they became more familiar with
Villers Bretonneux this was a reality of war the Australians at home could begin
to imagine.

Australian civilians also learnt that Villers Bretonneux had become home to
their men folk. When the German Army first attacked areas around Villers
Bretonneux at the beginning of April 1918 the Sydney Morning Herald
described the mood of the Australians when they were moved to the area as
being “like men returning from foreign travels to an old home which has been
threatened by invasion.”38 Later in the month, nestled in amongst stories of a
“dramatic battle incident” and a “bold moonlight march,” one newspaper article
declared that the men of the AIF “regard the Hun as the invader almost as
keenly as the French civilians.”39 Australians at home could therefore think of
Villers Bretonneux as a home away from home for their boys.
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This feeling towards France was magnified by reports which outlined the way
the Diggers spent “many happy hours” in the local estaminets and playing
football in the surrounding fields.40 Families in Australia could be reassured that
when the Australian boys were in Villers Bretonneux they were in a place just
like home. The veracity of these reports was underscored when those at home
received letters from loved ones at the Front, like the letters from Roy Kyle and
Cyril Lawrence discussed in the previous chapter. These letters provided
Australians at home with details of the way they lived with, and were often
befriended by, French families.

Sometimes Australians at home gained first hand knowledge of the kindness of
the French. The French woman who had given Roy Malcolm such delicious pan
cakes and souvenirs whilst he was en route from Marseilles to the Front in 1916
extended the hand of friendship to Roy’s family in Australia. The woman asked
for Roy’s address in Australia so that she could write to his family during the
war to let them know how Roy was “getting on.”41 This sort of interaction
between French and Australian civilians was not uncommon. Roy explained to
his parents that “The French people recognise that we are fighting for France”,
and that, in an effort to repay the Australians, women all over the north of
France were taking on the task of becoming “godmother to every Australian”.42
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The women of France took this role so seriously that they were still writing to
Australian families about their boys at the time of the Armistice. Madame
Malfait had billeted many Australian soldiers throughout the war and wrote to
the mother of at least one of those boys, letting her know that she was caring for
the Australian boy as if he “were my own.”43 As a result, for Australians at
home, France could be imagined as a place of battle, but also as a place where
their sons and husbands were living. And they were not living amongst
strangers, but in a place like home, amongst people who, although they were
unmet and faraway, were behaving as if they were part of an extended
Australian family.

But above all, Villers Bretonneux was a place associated with feelings of
anxiety and sorrow for many Australians. Whereas Bean detailed the courage
and leadership of Albert Amess, wounded five times at First Villers Bretonneux,
his parents, back in Australia, simply heard that Bert had been wounded in early
April. They were fortunate enough to get details of the incident from one of
Bert’s friends, Lieutenant FC Collins. Collins wrote to Mr and Mrs Amess he
said, because he knew “the official accounts” of battles were “rather brief”, and
he thought that “an account from a friend of the old boy might relieve you of a
lot of unnecessary worry”. He wrote that:
It happened at Villers Bretonneux and Bert’s battalion was ordered to fill
in a gap and advance with the assistance of a certain English regiment.
They didn’t know where the enemy were, and on topping a ridge and
43
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moving forward came under machine gun fire, and after a while the
Bosche sent over some heavy stuff. The casualties were pretty heavy,
and eventually Bert was in command of the company, and the battalion
decided to push on. About this time he was wounded in the arm.44

Mr and Mrs Amess arranged for this letter to be published in their local
newspaper. No doubt this was seen as newsworthy because Bert had won the
Military Cross at Villers Bretonneux, and would therefore have been something
of a local hero; but the letter would also have been valuable for the other
families in the district who had sons serving overseas, especially those in Bert’s
battalion. Although the letter detailed only Bert’s actions at Villers Bretonneux,
other families could imagine their own soldier fighting alongside Bert, “topping
a ridge and moving forward under machine gun fire”.45 It could quell the
anxiety borne of the unknown, and it offered them evidence of somewhere the
Australians were, and contextualised the war for them in the face of the reports
on the heroics of the “bronzed” and “reckless” Australians.

Thousands of Australians were not as lucky as Mr and Mrs Amess. Over one
thousand Australians were killed at Second Villers Bretonneux alone, so that
from April 1918 many Australians at home therefore began to know Villers
Bretonneux as a place of loss. Mrs Everard learnt that her son “was buried close
to where he fell: that is about ½ a mile in front of VILLERS BRETTONAUX
44
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[sic] over the main road.”46 Mrs Colyer was informed that her husband was
buried “approximately 3¼ miles due south of Villers Bretonneux”.47 Mrs
Edgerton received a letter late in 1918 informing her that her son had been
buried “in the Austral cemetery near Blangy-Tronville, on the Villers
Bretonneux-Amiens road”, and was given a map reference for the precise
location.48 For Australians such as Mrs Everard, Mrs Colyer, and Mrs Edgerton,
further knowledge of Villers Bretonneux was vitally important to help them
chart a course through their bereavement.

Physical spaces associated with the dead had a powerful hold over the bereaved
- both sites at home, and at the Front. Ken Inglis has written about the war
memorials which were built in the towns and cities across Australia in the years
after the war, terming these structures “sacred places” because, as he interprets
them, they were filled with meaning as surrogate graves. The bereaved may not
have been able to travel to the genuine graves in faraway Gallipoli and France,
he argues, but they could visit the local memorials - the “empty tombs”.49 But it
was not just these official markers of loss across the homefront which were
invested with meaning by the bereaved. Tanja Luckins has identified that even
the most prosaic of places, such as the wharf gates at Woolloomooloo, could be
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invested with a sense of sacredness because of their associations with the dead;
they were the last place many of the bereaved had seen their loved one.50

Although the “sacred places” in Australia were important sites for collective
mourning, a number of historians have looked beyond the public spaces and
have examined the lives of those who lost loved ones during the war, describing
the difficulties they faced in trying to come to terms with their loss.51 With no
bodies, funerals or graves, the familiar rituals used to farewell the dead and
move through the various phases of grief were denied to those whose loved ones
were killed during the war. As a result, the bereaved in all combatant nations
felt compelled to gather as many details about the death and burial of their loved
one as they possibly could. This searching for information, while characteristic
of the mourning process for the bereaved in all countries, was all the more
insistent for bereaved Australians because, as Ziino argues, they were so far
removed, physically, from their dead.52 The bereaved therefore needed to gather
information on the last moments of a soldier’s life, and to handle relics
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somehow associated with the dead, such as the soldier’s watch or prayer book.53
But the overwhelming preoccupation was the search for details of the place of
death and/or burial.54 Ziino has demonstrated the way the site of death remained
of “crucial” importance to mourners, in helping them come to terms with their
loss.55 Underpinning the desire of so many to visualise the overseas graves and
the sites of battle, was a belief that the place of death, as the point of departure
between life and death, was significant.56 Ziino therefore likens the sense of
place the bereaved needed in relation to the death of their loved ones to “a set of
co-ordinates in which to locate their mourning.”57

These co-ordinates could only be plotted as a result of information gained from
others. Newspapers were unable to provide this sort of detail to the bereaved.
Those who were in mourning were therefore forced to turn to other sources to
locate these places of loss, especially the letters written by other soldiers at the
Front, and the testimonies gathered by the Red Cross Wounded and Missing
Enquiry Bureau.58
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We have seen in Chapter One how the letters written by the soldiers at the Front
could provide comfort to the men who penned them, but of course they also
provided comfort for the bereaved at home.59 For instance, we have seen how
Ken Thomas and Lieutenant Towner both wrote to Mrs Everard when her son
Innis died near Villers Bretonneux, and how writing that letter to Mrs Everard
was a therapeutic exercise for Thomas. Interestingly though, it was the more
formal letter written to Mrs Everard by Lieutenant Towner which struck a chord
with her - she was so moved by Towner’s letter that she had six copies made.60
Towner wrote of the fact that Innis was “noble”, and “well liked by all ranks”,
and perhaps this appealed to Mrs Everard. But he also included the details of
where Innis died and was buried, and through these details Mrs Everard could
try and imagine where her son was buried.61

Similarly, when Corporal Harold Evans’ grandmother received news of his
death and burial from Harold’s mate Charlie, she was given “particulars of the
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location of his grave which has a nice wooden cross on it.” She could also
imagine the scene surrounding his grave once she read that he had been “buried
in the grounds of a chateau in the famous village of Villers Brettoneux”.62 And
when Sid Horton wrote to Mr and Mrs Edgerton after their son died, he also
described Villers Bretonneux and its surroundings so that they could imagine
the place their son was buried. “The site is very peaceful”, he wrote:
situated on high ground, and commanding a wide view of the
surrounding country. Blangy-Tronville lies in the gully below, just below
the railway line which connects Amiens and Villers Bretonneux. To the
left the higher buildings of Glisy peep over an intervening ridge, while
further beyond Glisy the steeple of the Amiens Cathedral stands out
against the sky.63

The staff of the Red Cross Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau also tried to
help the bereaved imagine the places associated with loss through the
information they passed back to the homefront. The form letter sent to
prospective informants stated that the bereaved would “be most grateful for any
details” concerning the missing man, especially details of his place of death
and/or burial.64 Informants were therefore acutely aware of the need of the
bereaved for Ziino’s “set of coordinates”. Details of the place of injury, the
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place of death, and especially the place of burial, feature prominently in the
testimonies given by the soldiers. In fact, place was sometimes the only detail of
death that soldiers were able to pass on to those at home. For instance, when
Private Chambers provided information on the death of Arthur Allen he
admitted that he did not know where he was buried, but that he knew he had
been “killed instantly, at Villers Bretonneux.”65 But this information was
important enough to pass on to those at home. Knowing that Arthur died at
Villers Bretonneux was at least better than having to live with the knowledge
that he was “missing”.

We can see just how important knowing the place of death and burial was to
Australians through the efforts made by Mrs Eileen Colyer upon learning of her
husband’s death at Villers Bretonneux in April 1918. We first met Eileen’s
husband, Henry, in Chapter One when he was hit by a sniper on his way back to
the Australian sector of the line after conferring with the French commanding
officer stationed alongside him; and we have seen how deeply he was mourned
by his friend Fred Tugwell.66 Mrs Colyer’s bereavement was characterised by
the fact that she could not find out precisely where her husband was buried. She
asked the Red Cross Wounded and Missing Enquiry Bureau to search for details
of the place of her husband’s grave on her behalf, then she wrote first to the
Chaplain of her husband’s battalion, then to a number of his comrades,
requesting any particulars of the location of her husband’s death and burial. She
65
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received numerous responses to her enquiries, but she could gain nothing
definite as to the whereabouts of his grave. He had been buried where he fell,
south of Villers Bretonneux, Mrs Colyer was told, but the grave could not be
located after the Armistice.67

The years immediately following the war were marked by Mrs Colyer’s almost
feverish attempts to gather certainties about the place of her husband’s death
and burial. In 1922 she was still writing to Victoria Barracks, returned soldiers,
a relative in England, anyone who might be able to give her details of the
location of her husband’s grave. But there was no certainty for her, apart from
the cold description of the (now lost) grave “3¼ miles due south of Villers
Bretonneux”.68 Fred Geddes, who had been Colyer’s runner during the war,
admitted to Mrs Colyer that he had seen Colyer’s body being buried “with some
French comrades in arms,” and told her that if he was still in France he would
surely be able to locate the grave of her late husband. As he was in Australia
though, he offered her a map drawn from memory.69 Laurie Barber, who had
been Colyer’s sergeant, and who was mentioned by Bean in the Official History
as taking over the post once Colyer was shot, sent her “a little sketch” of the
place where her husband had been buried, and gently tried to let Mrs Colyer
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know that her husband’s grave may have been lost forever.70 Mrs Colyer
eventually gave up her quest when she received notification from Australia
House that any further search for her husband’s place of death would be
“futile”.71 For Mrs Colyer, Villers Bretonneux remained a place connected with
unresolved loss.

For the bereaved who did have a grave to focus on when they imagined Villers
Bretonneux there was some comfort to be gained through stories of the care
meted out to Australian graves by the French.72 For example, those who
mourned the death of Arthur Allen, and who only knew that he had been “killed
instantly” at Villers Bretonneux, could imagine that he was buried at Villers
Bretonneux in one of the many graves containing an unidentified soldier. And
so when they were told, via the Red Cross Wounded and Missing Enquiry
Bureau, that the villagers had arranged for a commemoration ceremony to be
held in early 1919, relatives and friends back in Australia could imagine the
people of Villers Bretonneux as an extended family. They read that “the
children of the village will place wreaths and flowers on the graves of English
and Australian Soldiers buried there, and the graves are to be handed over to the
care of these children for the future.”73 The relationships the people of Villers
Bretonneux formed with the graves of Australian soldiers surrounding their
70
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town therefore completed the transformation of the town from a distant, foreign
place, to a familiar place filled with people who were almost like family.

So although it was only a small section of Australian society who travelled to
Europe during the war, those who remained at home for the duration of the war
nevertheless learnt of France and her people. Villers Bretonneux had been an
unknown place to Australians before the war, but during 1918 it became well
known across Australia. Rather than Villers Bretonneux being imagined as a far
away and foreign place, Australians learnt that Villers Bretonneux was a place
of military victory and consequent loss, and a place where ordinary people, just
like themselves, were affected by the war in ways Australians could only
imagine. They also learnt of how those people cared for the Australian soldiers,
just as those at home did. Villers Bretonneux therefore became real to
Australian civilians, effectively giving substance to the term “somewhere in
France”, and producing a depth of feeling amongst Australians towards their
distant Allies. The endurance of these bonds, even once the war ended, is the
focus of the following chapter.
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Chapter Four

Après la Guerre:
Melbourne’s adoption of Villers Bretonneux,
1920-21.

The trickle of people who returned to live in Villers Bretonneux once the town
was retaken by the Australians in late April 1918 turned into a steady stream
once the Armistice was signed. These people were forced to live, for the most
part, in the cellars and dug-outs which had provided shelter for the soldiers, “for
their homes [were] lying on the ground”.1 The detritus of war was ever-present.
Shells exploded without warning, killing and maiming French civilians in the
process. Australians continued to live amongst the people of Villers Bretonneux
into 1919, unearthing and reburying decomposing bodies day after day, as they
carried out the grim work of the Graves Service.2 Rose Venn-Brown, a young
Australian woman working for the Red Cross in the area, commented on the
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“awful depression and devastation of the whole of the battlefields”.3 The
Australians and French continued to help each other under these conditions, just
as they had during the war years.

The Australian soldiers remained part of family life in France once the war was
over. Christmas 1918 must have been particularly difficult for the Diggers –
they were no longer at war, but nor were they able to enjoy Christmas at home
with friends and family. Many spent the day instead with their surrogate French
families, regaling them with stories of Christmas in Australia.4 In Agimont the
Australian men were included in the town’s festivities, squeezing into the old
school house alongside the locals. Gunner Ralph Keegan noted that the day led
to the strengthening of “the good relations, between civilian and soldier”, but
what moved him more was seeing “the light in the eyes of the children”.5 As he
observed the delight of children at Christmas time Keegan could well have been
back home in Victoria, and years later he recorded that whenever he saw “the
same radiant smiles and happiness and a little pleasure” on the faces of the
children of Preston at Christmas it was “impossible” not to recall Christmas
1918.6
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Anzac Day 1919 was also commemorated by both the Australians and the
French they lived with. The day’s events arranged for Villers Bretonneux
mirrored the format of the day in Australia, with church services in the morning,
and sports activities in the afternoon. In the evening a dance was held at one of
the hamlets just outside Villers Bretonneux. “It was ‘some’ dance”, Rose VennBrown wrote in her diary. “Every man, woman and child in the village, aged
from a few years to eighty, turned up and took the floor, which consisted of
timber planks under a large marquee, with hurricane lanterns placed to point out
the biggest holes. It was a pretty rough affair”, she concluded. The dance floor
was actually the remains of what had once been the floor of the local school
house, and in the end the timber planks could no longer support the weight of so
many dancers, and “the whole place collapsed.”7

The signing of the Peace Treaty, and the official end to the war, was also
marked in Villers Bretonneux with a far more respectable Peace Ball. The
occasion was used to formally note the appreciation the residents of Villers
Bretonneux felt towards the Australian soldiers, with the Mayor presenting the
Diggers with a memorial tablet. This was not simply a case of the local
population thanking the Australian soldiers out of politeness. The money for the
memorial tablet had been raised in a town where many still had no homes to live
in. Perhaps more important than the memorial tablet however, was the Mayor’s
promise that the memory of the Australians “will be always kept alive” by the
people of Villers Bretonneux “and that the burial places of your dead will
7
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always be respected and cared for….”8 In a comment which suggests that the
people of Villers Bretonneux had spared a thought for the anxiety of the distant
Australian bereaved, the Mayor asked the Australian men who were listening to
his speech to convey that message to those at home once they returned to
Australia.

Balls and dances continued to be held in Villers Bretonneux until the
Australians had departed for home. Rose Venn-Brown was instrumental in
organising most of these throughout 1919, in the hope that it would put a stop to
“the influx of questionable women” visiting the Australian men from the larger
cities such as Paris and Amiens.9 It seems that Venn-Brown’s plan worked
perhaps a little too well: there were a number of local men from Villers
Bretonneux who were not pleased with the way the Australian men transferred
their attentions from the women of ill-repute to the local women. In August
1919 Rose wrote that the French had become “very jealous because so many of
the Diggers were taking their girls from them.” Things turned ugly when, one
night, the local French men “turned up with hand grenades to wreck the dance
and kill a few of the Diggers, first warning the French girls not to go to the
dance that evening.” In a move which must have further upset the local men,
one of the French girls tipped the Diggers off about the planned ambush.10
8
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Without the camaraderie of fighting shoulder to shoulder against the common
German foe, the relationship between the Australian and French men became
harder to negotiate. The Australians had gone from Allies, good to share a drink
with in the trenches, to potential sexual rivals in the civilian world.

Sexual jealousy may have altered one aspect of the dynamics between the
Australian soldiers and some of the residents of Villers Bretonneux, but for
many Australian civilians the French remained Allies in need of help in the
years after the war. Sir Ernest Scott has noted that the Australians continued to
send help overseas once the Armistice was signed, suggesting that it was “the
most heartfelt wish” of Australians to “heal the scars of war” and “rehabilitate
the stricken nations” in the years after the war.11 Scott’s statement needs
qualification however – the hierarchies regarding who the “worthy” recipients
of help were during the war (and which were detailed in the previous chapter),
spilled over into the years after the Armistice was signed. Rehabilitation of
Allied populations was looked on more favourably than that of “enemy”
civilians; moreover, help for Australian soldiers was the highest priority for
some. For instance, in 1920 members of the Preston sub branch of the RSSILA
protested against the appeals for help for Austrian and German children.12
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In another case, the Queensland branch of the French Red Cross Society applied
to the Repatriation Commission for permission to continue raising funds for
wounded French soldiers once the war was over. The application was refused,
on the grounds that it had been lodged with insufficient paperwork. Privately,
the Comptroller of the Commission expressed the opinion that, with the war
over, appeals to extract funds from the Australian public should now only be
made to assist “returned disabled soldiers”13 - in other words, Australians - and
he advised that as many obstacles as possible were to be placed in the path of
this particular endeavour. Accordingly, a final decision on the matter was
shunted from the Repatriation Commission in Melbourne to the Board in
Brisbane, and back again; suggestions were made to reduce the duration of the
planned appeal, to seek the opinion of the French Consul in Melbourne, then
that of the Consul General, and finally that the request should be made from the
French Red Cross via the Australian Division of that organisation. Mr Sheldon,
of the Repatriation Department, was quite right when he suggested that this
manoeuvring would “hold matters up for [the] present.”14

Madame Crivelli, who had worked so hard at raising money for the French
during the war years in Melbourne, had more luck than the Queenslanders in her
attempts to continue helping the French after the war. Being based in
Melbourne, Crivelli was perhaps better able to cultivate relationships with the
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decision makers. But she was also a very shrewd woman. When she submitted
an application for permission to undertake “after war relief” work for the French
in April 1919 she took great pains to emphasise the quiet, domestic nature of the
work she would be organising. She outlined her proposal in a letter to the
Comptroller of the Repatriation Commission, reassuring him that no “big
demand on the generosity of the public” would be made. Instead, she wanted to
“send help, especially in such clothing and goods that are so scarce in France.”15
She followed up her letter of application with a personal approach to the
Comptroller, using the opportunity to reiterate that “her desire is not to appeal
for funds so much as to continue quietly the ‘work circles’ … for the benefit of
the blind and crippled and the orphans in France.”16
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In contrast to the obstacles placed in the path of the French Red Cross Society in
Queensland, Crivelli was informed that the Repatriation Commission had “no
objection” to the work she proposed to undertake.17 She could hardly have been
refused though: she had been busily gathering the support of influential figures
before she submitted her application. For instance, she had already been granted
the support of the Vice-Consul for France, and Lady Helen Munro-Ferguson
had “graciously consented” to be President of the committee Crivelli was
seeking permission to establish.18 The Commission was therefore effectively
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handed a fâit accompli. How could Crivelli be refused, when saying no would
mean a refusal also to the wife of the Governor-General?

These examples of help offered to the people of France by Australians neatly
illustrate the point made by historians, and demonstrated in the previous
chapters that, in addition to tearing communities apart, the shared experiences of
the war also helped to forge bonds between people.19 Jay Winter has termed
these bonds fictive, or adoptive kinship, but he limits his attention to only the
bonds formed between people of the same nationality.20

However Villers

Bretonneux demonstrates the way the concept of adoptive kinship also surfaced
in an international context in the aftermath of the war.

In 1920 Monsieur Marcel Braibant, the Mayor of Herpy l’Arlesienne in
northern France, used the term adoption in a letter he wrote to the editor of the
London Times. He described the scenes of devastation across northern France,
and referred to the generosity of the people in places such as Provence, who had
sent help to the people living in the north. But this help was not enough, and
19
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Braibant stressed that the people living in the war torn areas needed more help
than that which could be found in France alone. He therefore proposed an
international relief effort, and urged that “all those who can still aid us” should
“come to our help, especially British municipalities and societies.” He
concluded with an appeal for British cities to “adopt”, and financially assist,
places across the devastated areas of France.21

Braibant’s proposed adoption scheme struck a chord in Britain. The Times
followed his letter up with an article on the destruction and desolation of the
devastated areas. The reporter recalled a visit he had made to the devastated
areas in 1918, and recounted a conversation he had held with a former resident
of the town of Sailly-Sailisel. The French man was at first unable to locate even
where the streets of his home town had been. Readers were encouraged to see
the need for the adoption scheme: “It is two years since the date of this tale, yet
how much has been rebuilt of Sailly-Sailisel?”, the reporter asked his readers in
a not-so-subtle appeal to British consciences.22

The Times, however, was one step behind Lady Bathurst, the proprietor of the
Morning Post, another London daily. Lady Bathurst had visited France in early
1920 and was so moved by the scenes of destruction that she asked the Paris
correspondent of the Post to find a town in the devastated area on which she
could concentrate her relief efforts. The correspondent, Mr Knox, informed

21
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Lady Bathurst that the village of Ville would provide her with an “opportunity
for very useful assistance”,23 suggesting that Lady Bathurst establish a school
canteen to give the children of the town at least one hot meal per day. He also
detailed the specific clothing and agricultural needs of the community. Ten days
later he sent a more extensive list of the needs of each family in the
neighbouring village of Passel to Lady Bathurst. She acted promptly, sending
money and goods to both Ville and Passel, and took Knox’s advice regarding
the funding of a school canteen.24 In this way Lady Bathurst effectively carried
out her own unofficial adoption of Ville and Passel whilst the Times was
publicising Braibant’s suggestion.

Once these initial efforts at helping Ville and Passel were underway –
sometimes through the Union des Femmes de France25 (part of the French Red
Cross), but mostly through the use of the time and skills of her newspaper staff
– Lady Bathurst turned her attention, and her resources, to implementing
Braibant’s adoption scheme within a national, formal, framework. Her
newspaper was used relentlessly to achieve this aim.

23

Knox to Lady Bathurst, 24 March 1920. Glenesk-Bathurst Papers, Brotherton Library,
MS1990/1/2031.
24
Knox to Lady Bathurst, 24 March 1920; Union des Femmes de France to Lady Bathurst, 29
March 1920; Knox to Lady Bathurst, 30 March 1920; Knox to Lady Bathurst, 3 April 1920,
Glenesk Bathurst Papers, Brotherton Library, MS 1990/1/2031.
25
Union des Femmes de France to Lady Bathurst, 29 March 1920. Glenesk Bathurst Papers,
Brotherton Library, MS 1990/1/2031.

135

Lady Bathurst was heavily involved in the day to day running of her
newspaper,26 and she was very aware of the influence she could wield through
its pages. She arranged for Mr Knox, the newspaper’s Paris correspondent, to
fashion an article which could be used to prime readers so that they would be
receptive to the idea of the adoption scheme. Knox’s article was headed
“Martyred France. A Nightmare of Destruction”, and was printed in two
instalments in back to back editions of the Morning Post. He recounted the three
days he had spent travelling through the devastated areas, and wrote extensively
on the German wartime atrocities committed against the French people and
landscape. The Hun had inflicted wanton destruction on the area, with buildings
destroyed, and orchards completely cut down. He wrote of “martyred France”,
and of “callous barbarity”. Those who were helping in the task to rebuild the
devastated region were honoured as being “heroic rebuilders”. But although the
French were to be admired for the way they were approaching the task of
reconstruction, according to Knox, it was unfair for the British to abandon their
Ally. In the final statement of his article, Knox made an appeal to the
consciences of his readers: he pointed out that if Britishers were to travel to the
devastated area, as he had, they would be struck by the desire “that one’s own
country and one’s own countrymen should render to France such assistance as
they are capable of rendering.”27
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The Post also published a letter to the editor from Sir Charles Dundas, Secretary
of The Association of Great Britain and France. Like Knox, Dundas also
painted a disturbing picture of the civilian murders which had taken place in
France during the war, detailing the way people were herded up when the
Germans arrived in French villages, then killed. He recounted an example of
such behaviour at Margny, “a parish of four hundred souls”, where forty-two
people were killed

- “among them several women and children”. Dundas

pointed out that the British civilians had a different experience of war to the
French, who “felt the terrors of the retreat of a disappointed and angry army”.
Once he had roused as much British sympathy as possible through these stories,
Dundas continued his letter by recommending to readers that they fulfil
Braibant’s suggestion of creating “a kind of ‘Colonie Anglaise de
bienfaisance’.”28

Lady Bathurst also recruited HA Gwynne, of the Strand office of the Morning
Post, to help with her philanthropic efforts, and to organise the formal adoption
scheme in Britain. Less than three weeks after Braibant’s proposal for an
adoption scheme was published in The Times, Lady Bathurst was busy with Mr
Gwynne, arranging for him to take “the facts” about northern France from a
letter she had written to him, then “set them forth as from a correspondent”.29
She frequently had her own experiences and thoughts about the devastated areas
28
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and more specifically, about the adoption scheme, published in the newspaper,
but it may not always have been obvious to readers that they were reading about
the proprietor of the newspaper. For instance, an article printed in the Morning
Post on “How to Help France’s wrecked villages” was based on the comments
of “a lady who has just returned from a visit to the devastated regions of
France”. While the lady remained unidentified in the pages of the Morning Post,
when the same article was later printed in the Wilts and Gloucestershire
Standard, it was clearly stated that it was based on the impressions of Lady
Bathurst on her recent visit to northern France.30

In addition to harnessing the Morning Post to create support for the adoption
scheme idea, Lady Bathurst and Mr Gwynne also courted the support of
influential figures in London. By early April 1920 Gwynne had a promise of
support from the Lord Mayor of London, and had secured an invitation to dine
at the French embassy later in the month, at which he planned to raise the idea
of organising a number of adoptions. He also garnered the support of members
of many Anglo-French Societies, and that of many of the metropolitan and
regional newspapers.31

By June Gwynne’s preparations were almost complete, and he reported to Lady
Bathurst that he had received promises from a dozen British towns to take part
30
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in the adoption scheme. He had made sure that the press in each of those towns
was sympathetic, and concluded that “there should be no difficulty in making
the thing a success….”32

He was right. The British League of Help for the Devastated Areas in France
was successfully inaugurated at the Mansion House in London almost three
months after Lady Bathurst asked Gwynne to arrange the scheme. Gwynne was
appointed president of the organisation, and a committee of prominent people
was formed to oversee activities.33 A framework for the adoption scheme was
sketched out in June 1920: it was agreed that the role of the central committee in
London was simply to undertake the preliminary organisation of matching up a
British town which could send money and goods to a needy French town. Once
the British League of Help had facilitated a relationship in this way, the
organising committee decided that the two towns should be free to arrange the
details of their particular adoption.34
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Gwynne and his committee were effective organisers and promoters of their
cause. He had realised early in his preparations for the adoption scheme that,
although it was important to harness official support from the various Mayors
across the country, the most crucial ingredient for its success was to use an
enthusiastic member of the general public in each of the towns to put his or her

140

“best efforts” into the proposed scheme.35 He also realised that the British
League of Help needed to explain the scheme very carefully in order to attract
supporters to the cause. Mindful of the financial strain the war had caused for
many in Britain, the committee took great pains in pointing out that “large sums
of money are not required.” Rather, it was suggested that “the most useful gifts
are second-hand or surplus household goods and clothing, seeds, machinery,
and stock.” This was also clever marketing: there could be no criticism levelled
at the League that they were allowing Germany to abscond from her reparation
commitments. An article in the Times reassured the British public that “There is
no intention of asking British charity to bear the responsibility of reparation
which has been accepted by the German Government.”36

The war may have been over, but there were other indications that British
charity did not extend beyond the bounds of wartime alliances. The British
League of Help was only interested in facilitating adoptions between British
towns and cities, and places in France. Other Allies, such as the Italians, Serbs
or Armenians for example, were not adopted under the scheme; certainly the
beleaguered German population were not to be helped. But the French were
familiar enough to assist.

Gwynne’s efforts paid off, with the adoption scheme being well received across
Britain. Within its first year of operation the British League of Help co35
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ordinated the adoption of seventy-nine French towns and villages. The city of
London adopted Verdun, Birmingham adopted Albert, Sheffield assumed
responsibility for Bapaume, and Cirencester (where Lady Bathurst’s Pinsbury
Park estate was located) formally adopted the villages of both Passel and
Ville.37 A further eighteen adoptions were arranged the following year.38

Lady Bathurst continued to use her position, and her resources, to ensure the
success of the adoption scheme. When Eton adopted Meuse under the auspices
of the British League of Help in 1920, the appeal managed to raise only £150
within its first year. But one of the organisers in Eton, Mr MR James, had much
grander plans for their adoption. James had in mind that the pupils of Eton
school might take on the adoption of Meuse, and hoped that they might raise
enough money to fund the construction of a building, “such as a modest village
hall”.39 He also hoped that the appeal for funds from Etonians might spread
beyond the current crop of students, and so he wrote to Lady Bathurst,
requesting that she give some column space in the Morning Post to Eton’s
adoption. If “old Etonians and friends of Eton” were to read of the scheme in
the pages of the Post, James explained to Lady Bathurst, they were sure to lend
their support to the cause, especially if Lady Bathurst could see fit to print
promises of support from some prominent old boys.40 Sure enough, news of
37
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Eton’s adoption was printed in the newspaper, and readers learnt that “past and
present Etonians” had adopted a town near Verdun and renamed it Eton. The
article mentioned that £1,400 had already been raised, and Mr Gilmer, the
Secretary of the British League of Help and an Eton old boy, was quoted as
saying that he hoped to attend the unveiling of the new Eton school (in France)
within the next year.41

The adoption scheme held some appeal beyond Britain, and the idea of adopting
towns in the devastated regions of France was swiftly exported to Australia.
Three weeks after the British League of Help was established, the press in
Australia reported that Prime Minister Billy Hughes had received a cable
suggesting that Australian cities and towns adopt a French town under the
auspices of the British League of Help. Hughes responded that he hoped that
“the people of Australia” would “readily respond” to the proposal – but
distanced the Federal Government from the scheme, adding that “Of course …
if the movement is to be taken up in Australia the initiative will have to come
from civic bodies.”42 Any adoptions entered into by Australian cities and towns
were therefore to be strictly private affairs, just as those in Britain were, and just
as the fundraising activities of the wartime Patriotic Funds had been.
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This suited Charlotte Crivelli in Melbourne. Despite the assurances she had
made to the Comptroller of the Repatriation Commission to the contrary, she
moved beyond the quiet environs of the work circles of the “French After War
Relief Fund”, and set about effecting a Melbourne-based adoption of Villers
Bretonneux.43 Just as she had been astute enough to recruit influential names in
her attempts to establish her After War Relief Fund, she secured the support of
General Sir John Monash and Senator Brigadier-General Harold “Pompey”
Elliott for the proposed adoption before she made any formal entreaties for
permission to raise money for the town. Once armed with the security these
names gave her cause, Crivelli met with the Governor-General and his wife,
Lady Helen, who had been such a powerful leader for the Red Cross during the
war. Only then, in July 1920, did she meet with the Lord Mayor of Melbourne
to discuss the feasibility of Melbourne’s adoption of Villers Bretonneux.44 The
Lord Mayor’s approval for the scheme was granted on 4 August 1920, and
Crivelli wasted no time in trying to get the adoption formalised. She offered the
services of one of her sons, who had recently returned from France, as the
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organising secretary for the scheme; then solicited “several offers of assistance”
and expressions of sympathy for the cause.45

As noted earlier, while Crivelli was the organisational force behind the
adoption, she skilfully used popular military men as figureheads to promote the
cause. The work of Melanie Oppenheimer and Ian Willis on wartime
volunteering indicates that this sort of arrangement was largely a product of the
gender expectations of the time.46 Women like Charlotte Crivelli (obviously
well connected and wife of a prominent Melbourne doctor) were expected, by
dint of their social standing, to “serve” the community. While activities in the
public arena, such as politics, were closed off to women, they could “serve” via
philanthropic efforts centred on the private sphere. But even within the
voluntary sphere there were further gendered divisions of labour - while women
were permitted to organise behind the scenes, men were permitted to publicise
the cause, and to hold the “difficult” positions on the Executive Committees,
such as Treasurer.47
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Crivelli exploited these social conditions to suit her own purposes. She was
more than happy to organise the appeal for Villers Bretonneux, only calling on
Monash when she needed the clout his name could provide. So when Monash
complained that he was “paying a very heavy penalty for all the publicity that
the war has brought”, and was “in a chronic state of extreme fatigue, with
always an imposing mass of unanswered correspondence”48 Crivelli was not
bothered, despite the fact that it meant he was unable to involve himself in the
adoption scheme. She soothed him by stating that she could “quite understand”
the demands on his time, adding that “your expressions of sympathy for the
[adoption] movement give me confidence in it.”49 She only wanted Monash on
her terms – for instance, when the Lord Mayor had given his approval to the
adoption scheme in early August, Crivelli asked Monash to use his position to
influence the RSSILA to promise their support for the cause. He duly wrote to
Gilbert Dyett, Federal President of the RSSILA, explaining the British origins
of the adoption scheme, and informing him that Madame Crivelli had
“interested herself” in such a scheme in Melbourne. Monash asked Dyett to do
his best to “enlist the sympathies of the RSSILA as a whole”, especially since
he thought the adoption would “appeal to our returned men seeing how much
they have already done in the field to salve the property of the French civilians
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in Villers-Bretonneux.”50 Dyett replied that the Federal Executive would indeed
be willing to give their patronage to the scheme.51

Again, when Charlotte Crivelli had trouble securing a meeting with the Lord
Mayor in late August 1920, she wrote to Monash and asked for permission to
call on him. She explained that she wanted to “start work by preparing notices
etc for the adoption of Villers-Bretonneux & to fix a date for the meeting.”52
Three weeks later she wrote again, complaining “I have tried in every way to
get the Lord Mayor to fix a date for our meeting.” She had apparently been
fobbed off by the Mayor’s secretary, and she informed Monash that “I …
cannot find out when the meeting is to take place.” She asked him if he could
remind the Mayor “of his promise” on her behalf – “As I know it would impress
him more than what I say.”53 Monash dutifully intervened and the Lord Mayor
announced he would hold a public meeting in the first week of October “to
consider a proposal that the town of Villers-Bretonneaux [sic] in France, which
is so indelibly associated with Australian history, should be adopted by the
Citizens of Melbourne”.54 Charlotte Crivelli had achieved her goal.
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Crivelli continued to use influential men to publicise the adoption of Villers
Bretonneux. Monash, Elliott and Gellibrand were all used by Crivelli to give
moral authority to the adoption proposal at the public meeting called by the
Lord Mayor. Each of the ex-military men spoke, promoting memories of Villers
Bretonneux as an important battle site for Australia. Major-General Sir John
Gellibrand spoke of the ties between the men of the AIF and Villers
Bretonneux; while Monash and Elliott both used the opportunity to highlight the
importance of the fighting they had each led in and around Villers Bretonneux.
For Monash, Villers Bretonneux was “the point from which the Allies’ counteroffensive had been launched” in August 1918, and “which had been the
beginning of the end of the war.” For Elliott, the recapture of the town of Villers
Bretonneux (achieved with tactics largely devised by him) in April 1918 was
“the turning point in the war.” In contrast to Monash and Elliott, Gellibrand’s
support seems to have been motivated more by altruism than personal
aggrandisement. Rather than using the adoption of Villers Bretonnuex as a
platform from which to publicise the fighting he had been involved in there, he
mentioned that “every Australian division had taken part in the fighting at
Villers Bretonneux”, and conveyed to those at the meeting the “strong feeling
among the troops in favour of the restoration of the township by Melbourne.”55

With the significance of Villers Bretonneux as a site of military victory thus
established at the public meeting, the French Vice-Consul outlined the dire
necessity of help for the devastated areas, citing statistics on the personnel,
55
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infrastructure and land lost in the northern districts through the war. Councillor
Stapley then put the motion “That Villers Bretonneux be adopted by the citizens
of Melbourne in memory of the great Australian victory in August, 1918.” The
wording of the motion reveals the weight Monash carried at the meeting, and it
received unanimous support. The Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund was
opened, and a committee was formed, with Monash elected as President, and
both Elliott and Gellibrand as Vice Presidents. The Lord Mayor was appointed
Honorary Treasurer, and the Town Clerk as Honorary Secretary.56 Crivelli, in
line with the gender roles of the time, was not a member of the Executive.

The initial enthusiasm and unanimous support for the adoption of Villers
Bretonneux was short lived however. The only outcome of a series of
Committee meetings held between December 1920 and February 1921 was a
request for the Governor-General to patronise the adoption scheme – a request
which was denied as the appeal was state, rather than federally, based.57 At the
same time, staff at the Melbourne City Council complained that they did not
have the resources to devote to the adoption scheme.58 The appeal for funds for
the people of Villers Bretonneux was also just one of many calls for money
during 1920-1921. The adoption scheme competed with the Diggers Loan, the
Deaf and Dumb Institute, the Homeopathic Hospital, Melbourne’s National War
Memorial, and appeals for the victims of a mining disaster at Mount Mulligan,
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the Starving Children of Europe, the Distressed People of Europe, and one to
Save the Children.59 In early 1921 the adoption of Villers Bretonneux was in
danger of being completely overlooked. “We have so far received only words,
words” the Mayor of Villers Bretonneux lamented to a visitor to the town from
Melbourne in May of that year.60

In fact, Melbourne’s adoption of Villers Bretonneux would have quietly
disappeared were it not for the energy and efforts of Charlotte Crivelli,
suggesting that Gwynne had been quite right when he identified that adoptions
would succeed only when enthusiastic leaders put their “best efforts” forward.

In early July 1921 – seven months after the unanimous decision of those at the
public meeting to adopt Villers Bretonneux – Crivelli called on the new Lord
Mayor of Melbourne, Councillor Swanson, for permission to arrange a public
appeal for funds for the benefit of the people of Villers Bretonneux.61 Swanson
was cautious in his response. He believed there was a great deal of confusion
over what was meant by the adoption proposal, and he was worried that the
adoption of Villers Bretonneux might be met with a half-hearted response,
especially since there were so many appeals for funds in operation.
Nevertheless, he called another public meeting for 7 July 1921, requesting the
presence of all those who had attended the meeting held the previous October,
59
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when it had been decided that the adoption of Villers Bretonneux should go
ahead.62

By this stage Monash was not prepared to sit on the Executive Committee
(perhaps because he was so busy, and perhaps because he did not want to have
his name linked with a project which might prove to be unpopular), and so he
sent his apologies to Crivelli.63 But this second meeting actually saw new life
breathed into the adoption of Villers Bretonneux. Unlike the meeting held in
October 1920, that of 7 July 1921 formulated a concrete plan to be implemented
for the scheme. As Monash did not attend, Swanson presided over the gathering
and introduced the discussion by acknowledging the confusion over what it was
believed the adoption should entail. He pointed out that, since October, the
adoption “had been either forgotten or was being neglected to a serious extent”,
such that less than £150 had been collected for the Fund in that time.64

In a break with tradition Madame Crivelli then held the floor (unlike the
October meeting), specifying that the purpose of the adoption was not to rebuild
the town, but was instead aimed at raising money to assist those who were
living in the devastated areas. While the military men had focussed on Villers
Bretonneux as a site of military glory at the October 1920 meeting, Crivelli
drew attention to the ways war was experienced by the families of Villers
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Bretonneux. When she suggested that “Orphans, mothers with little children,
and old people might be assisted, and funds made available for the provision of
a dispensary, public baths, and similar institutions, and for the purchase of seed
and stock for the peasants”65, she effectively re-interpreted the understanding
the central committee in London had held in terms of what the adoptions should
involve. No second hand goods were to be sent to Villers Bretonneux from
Melbourne! Crivelli’s gender was no doubt playing a part here; she was also
making a subtle appeal to the women of Australia who had worked so hard for
the war effort, and whose sacrifices were beginning to be overshadowed by
those of the returned soldiers. By rewarding the women of Villers Bretonneux
with more than second hand items, Crivelli was making a statement about what
was worthy of women who had sacrificed during the war.

Accordingly, an ambitious fundraising target of £20,000 was set at the July
1921 meeting.66 The President of the Victorian branch of the RSSILA, Mr
James Martin (whose wife was President of the Alliance Francaise of Victoria),
pledged the support of the returned soldiers; and Mrs Arthur Robinson, a
“vigorous worker”67 for the conservative Australian Women’s National League,
commented that she “felt that every Australian would be willing to do
something for the French people.”68 A new Executive Committee was elected,
with Gellibrand as President, and an honorary organiser, Constable Fox, was
65
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appointed. A wider fundraising net was cast than that which had been envisaged
at the outset of the adoption: whereas it was only the city of Melbourne which
adopted Villers Bretonneux in October 1920, from July 1921 the adoption was
to become a state-wide effort. Before the meeting closed the new committee
decided to launch the appeal for funds in one week’s time – Bastille Day.69

On Bastille Day the members of the Executive Committee of the Victorian
Villers Bretonneux Fund met at the Melbourne Town Hall and declared the
Fund open. During the evening a Bastille Day Ball was held at the St Kilda
Town Hall, under the auspices of the Alliance Francaise of Victoria. All
proceeds from the evening were donated to the Fund for the adoption of Villers
Bretonneux.70

The Committee continued to work hard for Villers Bretonneux, putting the
pages of the Melbourne press to good effect, just as Lady Bathurst had used her
own newspaper to generate enthusiasm and support for the British League of
Help. Reports appeared in the Age and the Argus, detailing the adoption under
headings such as “Villers Bretonneux: at least £20,000 Required” and “Tortured
Soil of France.”71 Both Swanson and Gellibrand sent letters to the editor of the
Argus, reminding the general public of their “gallant [French] allies” who had
been “left destitute” and were therefore owed a “debt of practical sympathy”.
Although they acknowledged that they were competing for the same pounds,
69
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shillings and pence as other appeals and funds, they argued that “urgent as are
the calls on our contributions for work at home, there is no comparison between
the situation of the French town and that of any town in Victoria.” And in what
must have been an unnecessary reminder for many people, Swanson and
Gellibrand pointed out that “Villers Bretonneux has a special claim on all
Australians, for it marks the last resting place of so many of our gallant dead”.72
The implication here is that the bereaved would want to support the adoption, to
forge a connection with the place where loved ones had been killed and/or
buried.

The Committee for the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund also publicised their
cause by publishing a four-page brochure on the adoption scheme. The
publication reinforced what Australians had learnt of Villers Bretonneux during
the war – readers were reminded that it was a place which called to mind
“memories of audacity in attack, steadfast endurance in defence, stern
determination in the heavy days of anxiety, and confidence in the hours of
victory.” The relationships between the Diggers and the people of Villers
Bretonneux which was painted by the brochure must surely have been inspired
by Cutlack’s recently published account of 1918 – the French “peasants” are
depicted as refugees “who turned eastward again with the arrival of our
troops….”73 But since Australia had fought the war from such a distance, and
despite the news of the Front they had received via the press during the war,
72
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readers may not have been aware of the extent of the destruction the war had
wrought on homes and towns in France. And so the need for the Villers
Bretonneux Fund was demonstrated through the pages of the brochure, which
was crammed with pictures of the devastated streets and dwellings of the
town.74

Publicity for the adoption of Villers Bretonneux reached out beyond the city of
Melbourne. Copies of the letters penned by Swanson and Gellibrand for the
metropolitan newspapers were also sent to provincial newspapers and all the
Mayors across the state, and the brochure compiled by the Victorian Villers
Bretonneux Fund was circulated widely. Gellibrand hoped the Mayors of the
state would give the matter “urgent consideration”, and asked for their “hearty
co-operation in organising Button Days” in their areas.75 Charlotte Crivelli also
personally wrote to a number of ladies in the regions in the hope that she would
find a receptive audience.76

In late July 1921 the Lord Mayor of Melbourne met with suburban Mayors to
encourage them to arrange their own French Week of fundraising activities. It
was decided that each Mayor should call a meeting in his (they were all male)
own municipality to this end.77 By August momentum for the adoption of
Villers Bretonneux was building. The London Times commented that even
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though Melbourne’s adoption of Villers Bretonneux had so far received a
“disappointing result” there was now, under the new leadership of the Fund’s
committee, every reason to believe that the goal of £20,000 would be reached.78
The Melbourne Herald was similarly enthusiastic, reporting that “optimism
prevails at the offices of the Victorian Villers-Bretonneux Fund”, where the
organisers felt “confident that the full amount will be secured.”79

Such optimism was well placed. When the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund
officially closed its books in 1922 over £22,000 had been donated for the
reconstruction of the town.80 Over £10,000 came from the general public of
Victoria; the remainder was given by the Victorian Department of Education.81
This was the largest amount of money raised for a town in the devastated areas
by any of the benefactor cities under the British League of Help scheme.82
Windsor for instance, had sent only £200 plus a number of fruit trees to
Hardecourt-au-Bois; Marylebone sent £850 and clothing to Sailly-Saillisel.
Others just sent money: Londoners sent £20,000 to Verdun, and Rye raised
£580 for Coigneux, for example. Residents of the town of Darlington, however,
were apparently less interested in helping the French, and more interested in
making money for themselves: they gave the people of war-torn Mercatel
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£2,000 on the condition that the money was repaid in twenty years, along with
five per cent interest!83

Despite the disparities in terms of what was sent to the various adopted towns,
there were a number of points of continuity between the British League of Help
and the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund. Ian Willis has argued that wartime
voluntary organisations of WWII appealed to potential sympathisers through the
use of the language of British Protestantism84 and the adoption scheme was
similarly promoted by reminding citizens of their moral obligation to repay the
debt they owed to the French for their wartime sufferings. For the British
League of Help “The task of restoring the devastated areas in France is one in
which we British people are in honour bound to take part” because, the
organisation’s Manifesto reasoned:
The struggle that has scarred the face of Northern France beyond all
recognition was waged just as much in defence of British lives and
British homes, as if the battle front had stretched athwart Kent and
Sussex, and as if the thunder of the guns had been audible in Whitehall.85

Likewise, the Committee of the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund argued that
while it may have been predominantly the men of the AIF who had first-hand
experiences of the people and countryside in and around the town of Villers
83

British League of Help, Second Annual Report, London 1922. Glenesk-Bathurst Papers,
Brotherton Library, MS 1990/1/2040.
84
Ian Willis, The Women’s Voluntary Services, A Study of War and Volunteering and Camden,
1939-45, PhD thesis, University of Wollongong, 2004.
85
British League of Help, Manifesto, London 1920. Glenesk Bathurst Papers, Brotherton
Library, MS 1990/1/2032.

157

Bretonneux, all Victorians had a moral obligation to assist their French Allies.
Since the citizens of France “suffered in the common cause of the Allies”,
Victorians were told that they were therefore “bound in honour to stand by them
in their struggle for the reconstruction of their former peaceful and prosperous
life.” This was the correct thing to do for a people who had “stood by us when
our troops were fighting with their backs to the sea.”86

And in both countries the adoption scheme was devised and supported with an
eye to the future. Brian Osborne argues that the adoption scheme was a
commemorative initiative aimed at “reconstituting a society” and “obliterating”
memories of the war.87 He suggests that the collective gaze of Britain was fixed
firmly on the future. This is consistent with the themes of indebtedness and
hope identified by Jay Winter as being features of European commemoration.88
Rebuilding the devastated areas was an affirmation that, despite the chaos,
destruction and overwhelming loss, there was a future.

Australia also shared this desire to build a better future from the ashes of the
war. Although historians have painted a bleak picture of Australia in the post
war years – for McKernan the years are “grey”, for Gammage they are
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“aimless”89 – there was a continuing sense of hope that the war could help to
bring about a “better world.” This hope had been expressed by Australians
while the fighting was still being carried out. Gammage found that the men of
the AIF sometimes searched for a higher purpose to the carnage, encapsulated in
the quote from Corporal Morgan who pleaded with God that “the sacrifices
have not been in vain.”90 So too did politicians: the Hon David Gordon, MLC,
wrote in the Adelaide Advertiser that “there may prove to be influences at work
that will make for a great human uplift and emancipation from present follies
and sufferings.” He concluded that “It should be a constant challenge to our
manhood, citizenship, and human sympathies in order that all the sacrifice shall
not be in vain.”91 Indeed the war itself had been used by a variety of movements
to support their particular crusade: the temperance movement hoped that the war
would produce a more sober and industrious Australia, radicals hoped the war
would provide the impetus for working class organisation, feminists hoped it
would spark women to demand political representation and a more equitable
society, the various Departments of Education across the country hoped that the
war could be used to foster the “right” kinds of values and ideals in the children
who would grow up to shape a “better” Australia, and church leaders hoped the
war would bring about a measure of Godliness across the country.92
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This hope that a better world could be salvaged from the wreckage of the war
was sustained once the fighting was over. Bean insisted that Australians must
work to create a better world: they owed it to the sixty thousand who died
during the war, he argued. “Unless the results of this war are to be thrown away,
you have to take up that work which was only begun at Anzac and Pozieres, at
Broodseinde and Villers Bretonneux”, he wrote in 1919.93 Geoffrey Serle has
noted that the AIF brought a “great fund of idealism” back from the trenches
with them, and he argues this mood permeated the returned soldiers’
organisations: they worked “to make Australia and the world a better place”, he
suggests.94 The adoption of Villers Bretonneux represented a practical step
towards making the world “better”.

But there were also differences between the British League of Help and the
Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund. Both argued that the French were owed
assistance from the peoples of Britain and Victoria, but the reasons for those
debts were couched very differently. For the British, the French were owed
because of the suffering they had endured during the war. The British League of
Help emphasised this suffering in a number of their publications and statements.
Early in 1920 Londoners were reading newspaper stories on the “horrors of
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several years’ life under the heel of the invader” and learnt that during these
years “many innocent civilians suffered martyrdom and were shot.” The British
were told “we owe much to the people who suffered the horrors of the German
invasion.”95 For the British, who were only half a day’s travel from the
battlefields of northern France, and who were sometimes able to hear the sounds
of battle in south eastern England, there must have been a degree of “there but
for the grace of God go I”.

This theme was reiterated in a map of Britain, published by the British League
of Help, which had the devastated areas superimposed over the familiar outlines
of the British Isles (figure 4.3).96 The magnitude of the devastation was brought
home to the British in this way, and there was a clear implication that the
devastation across the Channel was not too distant from the white cliffs of
Dover. In other words, if the troops had not stopped the German Army outside
Amiens, Britain would have suffered the same fate as France. The French were
therefore presented as having suffered for Britain, as well as for France.
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Figure 4.3:
British
League of
Help map
showing the
scale of
devastation
across
Northern
France, and
the
i l t

In contrast, the suffering of the people of Villers Bretonneux during the war was
not a feature of the publicity for Melbourne’s adoption of the town. Instead,
when the French people were mentioned in connection with the adoption of
Villers Bretonneux they were portrayed as friends to Australians, not as victims
at the hands of the Germans. For example, when Monash lent a hand for the
fundraising for the adoption at a luncheon given in his honour in September
1921, he told “several stories” of the “friendship that sprang up between the
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Australian soldiers and the people of Villers Bretonneux.” He informed his
audience that when the Australians re-took the town at the Second Battle for
Villers Bretonneux the locals were so grateful that, “poor as they were”, they
managed to raise 1,700 francs for comforts for the Australian soldiers.97

Another difference is evident in the place given to the war graves in the
literature of the British League of Help and the Victorian Villers Bretonneux
Fund. In Victoria the graves of Australians around Villers Bretonneux were an
ever-present backdrop to the adoption scheme. When it was first agreed that
Melbourne would adopt Villers Bretonneux in October 1920, the Vice-Consul
for France reassured the public that the French people would “never forget” the
graves of Victorian boys around their town: her sons in Villers Bretonneux
“formed a sacred Australian Necropolis” as far as the people of Villers
Bretonneux were concerned.98 In addition, a photographic exhibition of
Australian war graves at Villers Bretonneux was held at the Melbourne Town
Hall, and was timed to coincide with Crivelli’s attempts to kick-start fundraising
for the town in July 1921.99 And when Gellibrand launched the appeal for
£20,000 for Villers Bretonneux, he too mentioned the graves, predicting that
Villers Bretonneux would “remain a place of pilgrimage for all Australians”.100
This theme permeated the press releases and letters to the editor issued by the
Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund in the lead-up to French week, and was
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taken up with enthusiasm in the press. The Herald editorialised that “Victorians
who realise how many ties bind them” to the “historic spot” of Villers
Bretonneux, “where so many of their kin found a last resting-place … will be
willing to do their part in restoring the town to something like the condition it
enjoyed before being submerged beneath the tide of war.”101

While the graves at Villers Bretonneux lent meaning to Melbourne’s adoption,
the particular place to be adopted was not so important in Britain. Lady
Bathurst, for instance, asked Knox to find for her a suitably devastated town,
rather than feeling inspired to help the residents of a town because it was a place
of meaning to her.102 Further, the graves of British soldiers in France were only
sometimes mentioned in the publications of the British League of Help, and
they were never given the same emphasis as the war graves around Villers
Bretonneux were in Victoria. This is a result of the differences in proximity
from the battlefields. In Britain the public were able to visit the graves of their
loved ones in France so that, as Bart Ziino argues, the “distant graves” were not
the source of anxiety that they were for those Australians who could only visit
them in their imaginations.103 As a result, the British League of Help and the
Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund operated in very different emotional
contexts.
101

Herald, 13 August 1921, p. 6.
Knox to Lady Bathurst, 30 March 1920; Knox to Lady Bathurst, 3 April 1920, Glenesk
Bathurst Papers, Brotherton Library, MS 1990/1/2031.
103
Bart Ziino, A Distant Grief: Australians, War Graves and the Great War, University of
Western Australia Press, Crawley, 2007, especially chapter 1; Bruce Scates also writes of the
imaginary journeys the bereaved in Australia were forced to make in Return to Gallipoli:
Walking the Battlefields of the Great War, Melbourne University Press, New York, 2006,
especially chapter 1.
102

164

The British League of Help and the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund also
operated in different strategic and economic contexts. Matters of international
diplomacy and strategy underpinned the work of the British League of Help.
When a meeting to discuss the town’s adoption scheme was held in Winchester
in January 1921, the mutual respect and friendship of the British and French
people was emphasised, and speakers noted that it was imperative that this
friendship should be maintained in anticipation of the revenge it was assumed
Germany would one day want. 104 Offers of help to the devastated areas were
insurance: Anglo-French friendship would be bolstered through adoptions, and
any future alliance against Germany would be strengthened.

Further, the establishment of the British League of Help was partly motivated
by expectations of improved trade with France. When Sir Charles Dundas
commended the adoption scheme to Britishers in June 1920 he claimed that the
British League of Help was being formed “at the request of L’Association
France-Grande Bretagne”, an organisation established to increase trade between
the two countries. He further argued that “It is … in the interests of British
manufacturers” to support the Association and the adoption scheme.105 Geopolitical factors only played a small part in the Victorian adoption, insofar as the
Australians were taking their cue in participating in a scheme which had
originated in the heart of empire.
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The adoption of Villers Bretonneux, however, was instead a movement borne of
emotion, rather than pragmatism and the demands of geopolitics. Australians
had learnt to care for the French during the war, and this trend continued beyond
the war. Rather than presenting the adoption of Villers Bretonneux as simply
something that the people of Victoria were morally obliged to undertake, the
adoption of Villers Bretonneux was also promoted as another way to help a
people who had extended the hand of friendship to Australian soldiers during
the war, and therefore as another way to help make the world a better place in
the aftermath of the war. While the organisers of the adoption of Villers
Bretonneux had taken their initial cues from Britain, the financial success of that
adoption was the result of circumstances specific to Australia: distance from the
graves. And it is to the general public of Victoria, and their response to the
appeal for funds for Villers Bretonneux, that we turn to in the following chapter.

166

Chapter Five

“By Victorians Mended”?:
Fundraising for Villers Bretonneux, 1921.

Although the adoption of Villers Bretonneux was undertaken in peacetime, Sir
Ernest Scott mentions the scheme in his discussion of the wartime Patriotic
Funds in the Official History.1 There were points of continuity between the
adoption scheme and the wartime Patriotic Funds, in relation to both the tactics
used to raise money, and also in the fact that there was a strong emotional
impetus driving many of the supporters of the adoption.

Three main fundraising tactics were used by the organisers of the various
wartime Patriotic Funds: published subscription lists, specially designated
fundraising “days”, and social events ranging from euchre evenings in country
districts to concerts and plays mounted by local theatrical groups, balls, garden
1

Sir Ernest Scott, Official History of Australia in the War of 1914-18, Vol XI, Australia During
the Great War, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1941, pp. 697-99.

167

parties, fetes and, in the metropolitan centres, formal balls.2 Subscription lists,
published in newspapers with the names of donors and the amounts they each
gave to a particular Fund, had been powerfully coercive tools when directed at
the middle class during the war,3 but they were also open to all, and therefore
offered people the opportunity to forward both large and small amounts of
money appropriate to their social class and standing.

Fundraising days had proven to be enormously successful during the war, with
the first held in May 1915 to benefit the Belgians. The generosity of the public
had been so overwhelming that the remainder of the war saw “one ‘day’
succeed another.” The public were entertained by musicians and performers at
these events, spent their money on donated goods and produce, bought and wore
the relevant “button”, or badge, designed and sold especially for the day, and
deposited their spare coins into “the rattling boxes shaken by pretty girls.”4
Scott’s figures show that it was through such days that the bulk of the money
was raised for the wartime Patriotic Funds. In NSW alone, the Button Days

2
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organised by the War Chest Fund in 1916, 1917 and 1918 raised £42,856,
£170,000, and £140,000 respectively.5

So when Crivelli and Gellibrand launched the fundraising campaign for Villers
Bretonneux on Bastille Day 1921, their goal of £20,000 was not unrealistic. In
order to reach their goal, they automatically turned to the tactics that had
brought success during the war. A subscription list was opened, and Victorians
were encouraged to donate money just as they had during the war; and an entire
week (French Week) was set aside for fundraising for the adoption of Villers
Bretonneux. The pinnacle of the week was to be Friday 2 September, to be
termed Mascot, or Button Day.

5

ibid., p. 719, 727-8.

169

Figure 5.1:
A published
subscriptio
n list for
the
Victorian
Villers
Bretonneux
Fund.

When the subscription lists for Villers Bretonneux were opened, Miss Christine
Armstrong of Toorak announced through the pages of the metropolitan press
that she would donate the amount of £5/5 towards the adoption of Villers
Bretonneux if nineteen other “ladies” would match the figure.6 In this way she
effectively took the initiative in nominating an acceptable amount for “the
ladies” to donate. Sure enough, the Age began recording the contributions, all of
£5/5, from the likes of Mrs C T Hare, of “Pasley”, Miss M Thomson of
6
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Malvern, Miss Frances Dennis, and Miss Janet Sloane of Mulwala Station, all of
whom stated that their donation was made in response to Miss Armstrong’s.7

As during the war, there was kudos to be gained by these women from having
their names published in the Melbourne newspapers, but when it was reported
that a “Golden Book”, recording the names of every person who donated to the
adoption Fund, would be kept for posterity in the archives of Villers
Bretonneux, there was a further incentive for middle class Victorians to support
the adoption: their efforts would be recognised in Europe. 8 Individual donations
ranged from the generous, like the £25 donated by Professor and Mrs Kyle, to
the more modest, like the 5 shillings donated by Mrs Limeham.9 And at least
one donation was motivated by first hand experience. Miss Ella Guthrie, who
had recently returned from Villers Bretonneux and other devastated areas in
France, which she said she found “depressing” in their “desolation”, donated
£25. 10

Preparations for the week of fundraising were undertaken as soon as the
campaign to raise £20,000 was launched. Special buttons, or badges, were
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struck for the day - the design chosen was a miniature replica of the stone tablet
presented to the AIF by the people of Villers Bretonneux in July 1919.11

Please see print copy for Figure 5.2

Figure 5.2:
The memorial
tablet
presented to
Australian
soldiers in
July 1919 by
the
residents of
Villers
Bretonneux.
The French
Week buttons
were a
miniature
replica of
this tablet

Promises of support for the week poured in from a number of quarters. Mr
Lawrence of Beaconsfield offered a block of land, to be auctioned in French
Week, the proceeds of which were to be forwarded to the adoption Fund. The
principal of Scotch College offered the gate-takings from a football match.
Arrangements for a number of stalls for Button day were assured from a host of
organisations, including the Alliance Francaise, the Australian League of
11
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Womenfolk, and Bradshaw’s Business College. Even Dame Nellie Melba
promised to do her bit for the adoption, announcing that she would visit the stall
to be supervised by Madame Crivelli.12

On Mascot Day, signs declaring “By Diggers Defended, By Victorians
Mended” were displayed across the city of Melbourne, and the streets were
filled with stalls staffed by enthusiastic helpers selling, along with the buttons of
the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund, a vast array of donated goods. A “ruined
village” – which had been constructed with the charred remains of a building
recently destroyed by fire – was one of the most popular attractions. Ex-soldiers
called on passers-by to help build a “mile of pennies,” while hundreds of
collection boxes “jingled merrily as silver and copper coins were dropped into
them by passing citizens.” Concert parties and bands “sounded above the roar of
traffic all day long,” and the overall mood in the city was one of “fun” and
“general merriment.” Reports on the day declared the Melbourne public had
given “liberally”, with close to £10,000 raised.13

12
13
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Figure 5.3: The mock ruined village
erected in Melbourne for Mascot Day.

For those who were unable to partake in the festivities, collections for the
Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund were also taken up at various places
throughout the city during the week. Donations flowed in from a variety of
church groups, such as the Methodist Sunday Schools at Carrum Downs and
Sandringham, and the Congregationalist Sunday School at Malvern; from
sporting associations such as the Sandringham Croquet Club; from the offices of
the Herald and Weekly Times, the Departments of Treasury and Customs in
Melbourne, the staff of AMP; from the Railway departments, including those
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with not much to spare who worked in the Newport workshops; and from
organisations with a clear affinity with France, such as the Alliance Francaise.14

In order to ensure that no group of potential donors was overlooked, an array of
fundraising social events were also organised by the women on the committee
of the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund. And there was something to suit
almost all tastes. The gentlemen were catered for by the Commercial Travellers’
Association, which held a fundraising luncheon with Monash as guest of
honour, and by the Elsternwick Football Club, which held a fundraising smoke
night. A special race meeting was held at Maribyrnong, and a Victorian Villers
Bretonneux Fund stall was staffed at the Showground during Show Week. A
fundraising play was put on by Ormond College Dramatic Club, and the Green
Room Club provided a concert party for lovers of the arts. A picture night was
held in Mentone and, not to be outdone, the people of Mordialloc followed suit.
And finally, for Madame Crivelli and others of her ilk such as Lady Gellibrand,
a “café chantant” was held in the Winter Gardens, and a Jazz Dinner was hosted
at the Oriental Hotel.15

The donations forwarded to the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund, and the
variety of social events arranged for the adoption, suggest that there was
widespread support for the adoption of Villers Bretonneux amongst the

14
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Victorian public. Yet, responses to the adoption appeal varied across the state.
The mayor of Camberwell, for example, forwarded an impressive £110 to the
Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund, which had been collected in the area on
Mascot Day; Mentone raised over £60 at their picture night. More than £40 was
forwarded from the City of Port Melbourne; while the Borough of Hamilton
raised more than five times that amount.16

But in other areas the response was poor. The sale of buttons realised just over
£10 in the Borough of Portland, and £9 in the Shire of Melton.17 In Yea Shire
the Councillors decided to simply make a donation of £10 directly from their
coffers, rather than bother themselves with trying to sell the Villers Bretonneux
buttons or arrange any fundraising events.18 Kerang and Bulla Shire Councils
both followed this trend, voting £5/5 and £2/2 respectively.19 In Lowan Shire,
the Councillors procured buttons from the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund,
but they were unwilling to commit themselves to any more support of the
adoption than that, and when the buttons arrived they fobbed them off to the
local school children to sell.20 As the children were already busily working (at
the Education Department’s urging) for the Fund for the Distressed People of
Europe, the adoption of Villers Bretonneux received only a lacklustre response
there.21 Gisborne Shire procured a small quantity of buttons, and the local
16
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newspaper hoped that residents would readily respond “to this most touching
appeal.” Just over £5 was raised.22

And some areas simply refused to help the adoption scheme at all. As we saw in
the previous chapter there were a number of competing causes before the public
in Spring 1921, and in Collingwood the local Council decided that, even though
they felt the adoption was “a noble aspiration”, there were nevertheless charities
in their midst which, they felt, needed their help more than the people of Villers
Bretonneux did.23 In Sandringham the Mayor was not nearly as delicate on the
matter as the Councillors in Collingwood had been. In September 1921 he
“protested strongly” about the number of appeals which were “constantly” put
before municipal Councils. “It was about time”, the Mayor declared, “that this
sort of thing should be stopped.”24

It would be easy to attribute Collingwood’s decision not to involve themselves
with the adoption to the working class composition of the suburb and, by
extension, the positive response from other areas as a manifestation of their
middle class values.25 Historians such as McKernan, Oppenheimer, Scates,
Beaumont and Willis, have all described the strong links between the middle
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class and the voluntarism associated with patriotic war work.26 And if we turn
from Melbourne, to country Victoria, in particular to Mildura and Echuca, these
links are clear.

Mildura and Echuca were two of the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund’s
overwhelming success stories. In early August the readers of the Sunraysia
Daily in Mildura learnt that the Mayoress, Mrs Chaffey, had received a letter
from Madame Crivelli, who was asking for assistance in the movement to raise
funds for Villers Bretonneux.

When Mrs Chaffey heard from Madame Crivelli she sprang into action, and
quickly revived the old “networks of help” which had been in operation during
the war. She took the lead in arranging a social event in aid of the cause,
announcing that she would personally host a fundraising event at “Rio Vista”
(described in the local newspaper as Mr and Mrs Chaffey’s “beautiful home”),
and proposed that the town of Mildura arrange its own French Week.27 There
was a strong sense in Mildura of a homefront community which had been
mobilised for the war effort, and which was forming up again for Villers
Bretonneux. This mood was encapsulated when Mrs Chaffey called a meeting
of the ladies of the local Red Cross: the local press commented that these
26
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women could “take up their old rounds, collecting now for a shattered town,
where once they collected for that of shattered limbs and bodies.”28

In the ensuing weeks the plans for Mildura’s French Week took shape: a
“moonlight garden fete” and a dance were planned, and stalls were arranged to
sell flowers and produce to Saturday morning shoppers. An “army of young
girls” was recruited to sell the Villers Bretonneux buttons, and calls were made
to local orchardists to donate fruit which could be sent to Melbourne and sold
on behalf of the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund. In September the Sunraysia
Daily anticipated that proceeds for the adoption scheme from the Shire could
amount to £100 – the following month the newspaper proudly announced that
Mildura had raised an impressive £176/1/8.29

Echuca tells a similar story. The Borough Council met on 1 August and agreed
to extend their co-operation to the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund. The
Councillors effectively made this decision on behalf of their wives and
daughters, noting that “the matter of consulting the ladies be left in the hands of
the Mayor.”30 There appears to have been no discussion as to who would best be
able to supply the co-operation requested by the Melbourne committee – it was
assumed that such voluntary work fell within the realm of “the ladies”.
Accordingly, two days after the meeting of the Echuca Council, the local
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newspaper carried an invitation from the Mayor to “the ladies to attend a
meeting in the Mayor’s room of the Town Hall on Thursday August 4, at
3.30pm” to discuss the Villers Bretonneux adoption.31

The purpose of the meeting was to organise a Button Day in Echuca. Mrs
Simmie, president of the local Benevolent Society and wife of one of the
Councillors, took on the task of arranging the day. She drew up a list of lady
helpers, with each allocated a certain section of the town within which they
should concentrate their sales efforts. Mrs Simmie included her own name on
the list, and she was joined by a number of her Benevolent Society colleagues,
along with the daughter of the Mayor, an assortment of wives of the other
Councillors, and other ladies of the town. Inclement weather saw only fifteen of
the ladies help Mrs Simmie on the day, but those women were kept busy with a
house to house canvass, and managed to patrol the main streets of the town and
the railway station. They collected just over £50.32

The case studies of Mildura and Echuca provide further evidence of both the
class based and gendered aspects of voluntary work discussed by McKernan,
Oppenheimer, Scates, Beaumont, and Willis.33 Through these two case studies
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we can see quite clearly the importance of the local elite in lending prestige to,
and providing leadership for, a cause. In Mildura, the Chaffey family occupied a
powerful and prominent position within the community – not only was Mr
Chaffey the Mayor, but he had also been responsible for developing and
financing much of the irrigation system the township depended on for its
survival.34 When the adoption of Villers Bretonneux was referred to in the
Sunraysia Daily it was referred to as, not a state-wide effort to raise money, but
rather as “Mrs W.B. Chaffey’s appeal”. When the ladies of Mildura staffed a
stall selling flowers, cakes and buttons for the adoption, Mrs Chaffey reportedly
“supervised” her “assistants”, rather than serving the general public herself
alongside the other women. And when she later hosted a bridge party at her
home (“looking very charming” according to the Daily), she was kept busy
“making up fours and moving about the tables”, but not actually deigning to
play bridge herself.35 Mrs Chaffey ensured the success of Mildura’s efforts for
Villers Bretonneux merely by associating her name with the cause. This reflects,
on a local level, the prestige given to the British League of Help in London via
the patronage of various Ladies, Viscountesses, and Baronesses; and it also
reflects the pattern identified by McKernan, Oppenheimer and Scates, whereby
the wartime success of the Red Cross partly rested on the Vice Regal patronage
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the organisation received.36 Mrs Chaffey may not have been Vice Regal but she
was its equivalent at the local level.

We can also see through the decision made by the men of Echuca’s Council that
it was women who were expected to organise the help given to Villers
Bretonneux. Not only that – it was a certain class of women who were targeted
for the task. The time of the meeting indicates that this was an invitation
extended to only a certain section of Echuca ladies: women who had no
recourse to the domestic help which would allow them the leisure time to devote
to such meetings, or those who were in paid employment, were clearly
prohibited from taking up the Mayor’s offer to attend. It also reflects some of
the issues raised by Willis’s study of the voluntary activities undertaken in
Camden during WWII. His investigation into some of the factors which drove
women to undertake this sort of work concluded that the Protestant beliefs of
these women, and their allegiance to the British Empire, combined with their
socialisation in Victorian notions of femininity, meant middle class women
were inexorably drawn to charitable efforts.37
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But the subscription lists for Villers Bretonneux, with their columns of names
and figures, and the fundraising stalls and door to door canvassing, all hint at a
richer story than one that simply confirms the class and gender biases of giving.
For if working class Collingwood refused to participate in Victoria’s adoption
of Villers Bretonneux, so too did solidly middle class Sandringham.

In the middle class suburb of Brighton, which neighbours Sandringham, and in
Woodend, we can see that there was much more at stake than class and gender
in determining whether or not the adoption of Villers Bretonneux was
supported. When Brighton City Council first discussed the adoption of Villers
Bretonneux there were fierce disagreements amongst the Councillors, mainly
centred on the familiar theme of whether fundraising efforts should be used to
benefit Australians or foreigners. Councillor Pickett echoed the opinions of
those within the Repatriation Commission after the war, and those of the Mayor
of Sandringham, when he expressed his concerns that the Diggers’ Loan, which
“was of much more immediate importance”, would be overshadowed by the
calls for help for Villers Bretonneux.38 But the Mayor of Brighton, Councillor
Hall, whose son had fought at Villers Bretonneux in 1918, believed Council
should put its best foot forward for the Villers Bretonneux appeal.39
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Rather than give in to the pressure from the likes of Councillor Pickett, the
Mayor of Brighton arranged for a public meeting to be held in September 1921
to consider what support, if any, should be given to the adoption of Villers
Bretonneux and/or the more locally based appeal for a homeopathic hospital.
Spokespeople for both appeals were present at the meeting. “Vivid word
pictures” were painted, and a persuasive case was put before those at the
meeting, of the needs of the homeopathic hospital. The case for Villers
Bretonneux was made by Lieutenant Lee, who had been stationed at Villers
Bretonneux after the war with the Australian Graves Service, and who was by
then a member of the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund Committee. Lee made
an “urgent appeal” on behalf of the people of Villers Bretonneux, and spoke of
the way “the French people, Sunday after Sunday, placed wreaths on and looked
after the graves of Australian soldiers in the cemeteries near Villers
Bretonneux”.40

Please see print copy for Figure 5.4
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Lee’s trump card was a suggestion that the people of Brighton might select
various school children in Villers Bretonneux to care for the graves of
Australian soldiers.41 When the vote was taken the people of Brighton opted to
raise money for Villers Bretonneux rather than the homeopathic hospital. A
Brighton based subscription list was opened immediately, with the Brighton
Southern Cross recording that donations of £3/3 and £1/1 were immediately
made at the meeting by the Mayor, and the local Reverend, Father Gibbons .42

The adoption received a great deal of publicity in Brighton. The week after
those at the public meeting voted in favour of assisting the adoption scheme, the
Brighton Southern Cross carried a picture of a scene of the destruction in Villers
Bretonneux on the front page. 43 The Mayor addressed all the state and private
schools in the area, as well as the local branch of the RSSILA, passing on to the
locals the stories of destruction his son had told him. Residents were urged to
send donations to the Town Hall, and to buy buttons on Brighton’s very own
button day, to be held the following week.44 Collections for Villers Bretonneux
were also taken up by the local Red Cross Society, Progress Association, Yacht
Club, the Brighton Troop of Boy Scouts, the Brighton branch of the Australian
Natives Association, and the pupils of Brighton state school. Over £100 was
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raised in the two weeks following the publication of the front-page article in the
Southern Cross.45

The adoption of Villers Bretonneux was also warmly embraced by the people of
Woodend. A “strong committee” was formed there to raise funds for Villers
Bretonneux in August 1921, headed by Mr and Mrs S Allan Johnson.46 Mrs
Johnson planned to hold an “American tea” on Friday 2 September and Mr
Johnson gave a lecture on the devastation of France, complete with “lantern
slides” of pre and post war France. Over £50 was realised at these events, and
letters of thanks were forwarded to Woodend from both Crivelli and
Gellibrand.47

Interestingly, not long after Gellibrand wrote to thank Mrs Johnson for her
efforts for the Villers Bretonneux adoption, Woodend Council received a letter
from Lady Foster asking for donations to the Starving Children of Europe Fund.
In contrast to the response to the adoption of Villers Bretonneux, Council
decided that the proceeds of the impending Easter Monday picnic should simply
be donated, rather than hosting an appeal. Two weeks later the editor of the Star
urged for a “more general appeal”, but nothing followed.48
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The divergent views of Brighton’s Councillors over Villers Bretonneux, the
inconsistencies in Woodend’s attitude to these two appeals, and the uneven
response to the adoption scheme across Victoria all suggest that class was only
one of many factors which determined attitudes towards the adoption. Emotion
played a part too. Historians have acknowledged that emotions were important
in encouraging Australians to give their support to the wartime Patriotic Funds:
both Ernest Scott and Michael McKernan attribute the assistance given to these
organisations to feelings of sympathy.49 Oppenheimer has suggested that the
emotions of grief, frustration and anxiety were given an “outlet” through
voluntary work in the 1939-45 war.50 The need for such outlets was no less in
the First World War. Indeed in his examination of voluntary labour and the
Great War, Bruce Scates argues that “war work was much more than a tiresome
tally of socks, balaclavas and pyjamas.”51 He claims that many of the civilians
who contributed their time, labour and money to patriotic causes in the Great
War had loved ones serving overseas, and argues that the items they sewed
and/or donated were “invested with emotional energy.”52

49

Sir Ernest Scott, Official History of Australia in the War of 1914-18, Vol XI, Australia
During the Great War, Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1941, p. 697; Michael McKernan, The
Australian People and the Great War, Nelson, Victoria, 1980, p. 73.
50
Melanie Oppenheimer, All Work, No Pay: Australian Civilian Volunteers in War,Ohio
Productions, Walcha, NSW, 2002, p. 7.
51
Bruce Scates, “The Unknown Sock Knitter: Voluntary Work, Emotional Labour,
Bereavement and the Great War,” Labour History, 81, November 2001, p. 31.
52
ibid., p. 37.

187

We can also see the emotional element involved in giving through Luckins’
exploration of a father’s wartime loss.53 This was neither gender specific, nor
was it restricted to the giving of tangible goods, lovingly made for, and sent to,
faraway soldiers. Luckins observes that for Garry Roberts, living in Melbourne
and fretting about the fate of his soldier son Frank, the act of making a financial
donation to one of the Patriotic Funds was one way he attempted to reassure
himself of Frank’s safety; as if the act of giving provided him with a “kind of
emotional insurance.”54 Donating to the various wartime Funds therefore also
allowed those at home to feel that they were providing care for the bodies of the
distant soldiers according to Scates and Oppenheimer,55 effectively negating the
vast distances between the giver and their loved one/s. In this way, those who
volunteered their time, energy and money were connecting with their men
overseas.

Despite the fact that the Australian men were no longer fighting in France when
the fundraising for Villers Bretonneux was underway, emotion remained at the
core of the success of the adoption scheme. Many of the Victorians who
promoted and supported the adoption scheme already had an emotional
connection with Villers Bretonneux. Miss Christine Armstrong, who had set the
bar at £5/5 for the Villers Bretonneux subscription list had worked in France for
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three years during the war; and, as mentioned earlier, Ella Guthrie’s donation
was prompted by the desolation she witnessed in Villers Bretonneux.56 The
Mayor of Brighton had come to know Villers Bretonneux through his son’s war
experiences, and Mr Johnson, of Woodend, had fought with the AIF on the
Western Front. He was so influenced by his time in France that, upon his return
to Australia, he renamed his dairy farm “La Motte”, the name of a hamlet close
to Villers Bretonneux, and through which the Australians advanced, from
Villers Bretonneux, on 8 August 1918.57 For Mr Johnson, the people of Villers
Bretonneux were real – he had lived with them. Through his fundraising lecture
and slide show in 1921, he attempted to personalise the adoption for the people
he then lived amongst. The response to the adoption of Villers Bretonneux in
Brighton and Woodend therefore reinforces the idea that charitable appeals, if
they are to succeed, must strike a chord. Melbourne’s adoption of Villers
Bretonneux therefore provides further evidence in support of the point made by
Bruce Scates that voluntary work, rather than simply being a task the middle
class undertook by virtue of their position in society, was very often a labour of
love.58

Villers Bretonneux was, as we have seen in previous chapters, a place many
Australians already felt connected to by war’s end. These feelings had not
dissipated in the years following the Armistice. And just as the wartime
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Patriotic Funds had allowed Australians to feel connected to their men who
were overseas, the adoption of Villers Bretonneux – in the context of peacetime
– offered Victorians the opportunity to sustain and deepen their connection to a
place of meaning.

Deeper connections with Villers Bretonneux were forged through the act of
giving: when “M.C.H.” made a donation to the adoption scheme s/he publicly
recorded that the donation was motivated by the “memory of a beloved brother
killed at Villers-Bretonneux, 1918”. Likewise, “M.E.W.” made a donation, and
recorded “In Memoriam”.59 And when Lieutenant Lee suggested that the people
of Villers Bretonneux might be inclined to care for the graves of Australians
around their town, he touched a nerve with the bereaved. With the news that the
Australian Graves Service was to be withdrawn from France late in 1921, the
bereaved needed to find other carers they could trust to look after the graves of
their loved ones. Most were unaware of the existence or function of the Imperial
War Graves Commission.60 So in supporting the adoption scheme the bereaved
were able to connect with a place associated with loss; and they also deepened
their connection with the people who lived there in the hope that they would
continue to care for the graves of Australians.

The link between donating money to Villers Bretonneux and the consequent
care of nearby Australian graves was made explicit in the preface of the Golden
59
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Book, the list of donors to the adoption scheme which the Herald had
announced would be sent to the archives of Villers Bretonneux. In that preface,
Lieutenant Colonel Watson, who had fought at Villers Bretonneux in April
1918 and who was by 1923 President of the Villers Bretonneux Fund, referred
to the “hundreds of gallant Australian soldiers” buried close to Villers
Bretonneux, and reassured “Australian mothers [that they] can safely trust the
preservation of their graves” to those who benefited from the generosity of
Victorians.61 And when the adoption funds were remitted to Villers Bretonneux
from Melbourne, the Prefect of the Somme responded in a similar vein:
The inhabitants of Villers-Bretonneux will thus contract a debt towards
your countrymen which they can only acquit by piously caring for the
graves of the Australian soldiers who sleep in the cemetery of their
town.62

The language used in both these examples indicates that, in the public discourse
surrounding the adoption, there was a definite imbalance of power between the
givers and the receivers. For Watson, the Victorians who sent assistance to the
people of Villers Bretonneux were somehow “owed”. Newspaper reports in
Melbourne reflected this attitude: the Argus carried news of the “poor French
villagers” who tended the graves of Australians with “devotion”, for instance.63
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But for the likes of “M.C.H” and “M.E.W” it was harder to ascertain precisely
who was helping whom at a private level. These donors relied on the people of
Villers Bretonneux to help them – by visiting the graves they longed to see. The
bereaved in Australia were therefore indebted to the people of Villers
Bretonneux, many of whom promised to write to the parents of the soldiers
whose graves they cared for.64 In this way, the adoption of 1920-1921 became a
two way street: bereaved Australians were effectively adopted by French
families, just as the Australian soldiers had been during the war.

This strong sense of connection to, and bonds with, Villers Bretonneux explains
the uneven response to the appeal mentioned earlier in the chapter. Where there
was no prior strong connection with Villers Bretonneux, people were less likely
to support the adoption. Rutherglen provides an example. When Rutherglen
Council received the circular requesting support from the Melbourne organisers
of the Villers Bretonneux Fund in August 1921, the minutes of Council’s
August meeting record that it was simply decided “that £5 worth of buttons be
procured for sale”.65 The Rutherglen Sun carried no information for people
interested in the adoption as to what it was to entail, or who was to be
responsible for selling the buttons, or even where they could find that
information for themselves. No ladies in the area were inspired to host a
fundraising button day for the benefit of the victims of war in Villers
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Bretonneux, and no one took the initiative to invite the old voluntary war
workers to regroup for the benefit of Villers Bretonneux.

There were only two other mentions of the adoption of Villers Bretonneux on
the pages of the Rutherglen Sun in mid to late 1921. The first was the news that
the buttons had been received, noted in the minutes of Council’s September
meeting.66 The second was a clever piece of journalism which, on the face of it,
purported to be a promotional piece on the adoption, but was actually an attempt
to drum up local support for the Commonwealth Diggers’ Loan. The column
informed readers that Melbourne had adopted Villers Bretonneux, but made no
mention of Mascot Day, or of the buttons the local Council had acquired to sell
on behalf of the scheme. After being reminded of how lucky they were
compared to the residents of Villers Bretonneux, readers learnt that “there is,
however, a measure of reconstruction which falls to their lot”. Reconstruction,
for the Rutherglen Sun however, was not the rebuilding of Villers Bretonneux,
but the debt owed to the returning men. The editor of the Rutherglen Sun argued
that it was the job of every resident to support the Diggers’ Loan, so that the
Commonwealth could adequately repatriate those Australian men who had left
their homes, their jobs and their families for the benefit of the war effort.67

Rutherglen’s response echoed a trend McQuilton detected in the town and its
surrounds during the war. He noted that, after years of directives and
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instructions being fired off from the metropolis, more inwardly focussed causes
were awarded support at the expense of those with a national or international
focus. Further, with none of the boys from Rutherglen buried in the cemeteries
around Villers Bretonneux68, there was no underpinning emotional attachment
between the residents of Rutherglen and the distant village of Villers
Bretonneux, and therefore no need to cement the connection with the town.

There were a number of similarities between the Patriotic Funds established
during the war, and the fundraising undertaken for the adoption of Villers
Bretonneux. The same strategies were used to elicit funds from the public, and
the interplay between class, gender, and emotional commitment at work during
the war was also at work with the adoption. But the varied responses to the
adoption across Victoria demonstrate that the emotional attachment was a far
stronger influence in responses to the adoption scheme. The anxiety centering
on Villers Bretonneux as a place of loss was more powerful than class, and the
bereaved in Victoria were effectively adopted into the families of Villers
Bretonneux through the act of giving.

68

Established by cross referencing the names on the Rutherglen war memorial with the
Australian War Memorial’s Roll Of Honour.
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Chapter Six

“A memorial of the fine work they did for
their country”:
The Victorian Education Department, and the
Villers Bretonneux School.

We have seen in the previous chapters that the adoption of Villers Bretonneux
appealed to many people across Victoria because of the attachment they had
already formed with France throughout the war. The Victorian Education
Department had a history of helping the French, and specifically the people of
Villers Bretonneux, prior to the formal adoption. As a result, the Education
Department was receptive to the prospect of contributing to the Victorian
Villers Bretonneux Fund. Further, donating to the Fund for Villers Bretonneux
also offered a stage from which to promote the memory of the war work
undertaken by Victorian state school children.

The Victorian Education Department established its own Patriotic Fund in
August 1914 so that both staff and students could contribute to the war effort
from the homefront. The Committee for the Fund announced at its inaugural
meeting that money donated to the Education Department would be spent on the
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provision of comforts for Australian soldiers, on assistance for returned soldiers,
and also for the relief of distress amongst civilians in Allied nations.1 During the
course of the war more than a staggering £422,000 was raised by the Victorian
Education Department’s War Relief Organisation (VEDWRO) Fund. Three
years after the war had ended, while the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund
Committee was scratching around for donations to their adoption scheme, there
was still almost £100,000 sitting in the coffers of the VEDWRO Fund.

When Sir John Gellibrand and the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund
Committee sent out their form letters and their four page brochure to Mayors
across the state, they also approached the Victorian Education Department in
the hope that they would be granted at least some of the monies remaining in the
Department’s War Relief Fund. On 8 August 1921, almost a month prior to
Melbourne’s Mascot Day, Frank Tate, long serving Director of the Department
of Education, and Chairman of the Victorian Education Department War Relief
Organisation Fund, discussed the matter of donating VEDWRO money to the
adoption scheme with his colleagues. Tate was clearly in favour of making a
contribution to the adoption scheme, but opinion amongst his colleagues was
divided. There was some confusion at the meeting over whether or not a

The Department of Education’s Record of War Service 1914-1919, Melbourne, 1923, p. 207;
Rosalie Triolo, “Our Schools and the War”: Victoria’s Education Department and the Great
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resolution had been passed which prevented the balance of the VEDWRO
monies from being spent outside Victoria, but no one was quite sure. 2

This was much more than a discussion of mere technicalities – it was part of the
same debate detailed in the previous chapters when the Queensland Branch of
the French Red Cross Society was thwarted in their efforts to raise money for
wounded French soldiers after the war, and when opinion was divided amongst
Brighton’s Councillors over whether or not they should support the adoption
scheme. It was also a debate that was appearing in various guises across postwar Australia. Just who had “sacrificed” for the war? Whose war efforts
deserved to be memorialised? In short - who was “owed”?3 The varied
responses to these questions were played out within the VEDWRO Fund
committee. No decision was reached as to whether or not the adoption of Villers
Bretonneux should be supported in the August 1921 meeting, and the
Committee deferred the matter until they were to meet again the following
month. In the meantime, Tate contacted Gellibrand and Crivelli in an attempt to
gather as much information about the adoption scheme as possible. He also
warned them that he could not promise them a donation from the Department’s
War Relief Fund.4
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By the time Tate and his colleagues met again the following month, the
resolution regarding where the excess War Relief Fund money could be spent
was discovered to have only ever been a recommendation, and was therefore not
binding.5 As a result, Tate was free to lobby as hard as he could for making a
donation to the Villers Bretonneux adoption scheme. The minutes of the
September meeting record that Colonel Watson, of the Victorian Villers
Bretonneux Fund, had been invited to address the Committee, although whoever
invited him remains a mystery. The minutes also record that Watson gave “full
particulars” of the dire conditions the “starving” people of Villers Bretonneux
were exposed to. In response to Watson’s appeal, the Allocation Committee of
the VEDWRO Fund suggested that £2,500 be given to the Victorian Villers
Bretonneux Fund, but (not surprisingly) not everyone on the Committee was
receptive to the idea. Mr Davey enthused that he thought he “spoke for all” in
the Department “in saying that the amount should be doubled”, but Mr
Robinson thought £5,000 was an excessive figure, especially when, as far as he
was concerned, there were so many necessitous cases within Victoria. Opinion
amongst the remaining members of the VEDWRO Fund Committee was split,
with Davey and Robinson claiming an equal number of supporters. Tate was
constitutionally bound to vote in favour of the lower amount, however his
concluding remark on the matter – that “the name of the Education Department

5
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should be linked with some worthy object in the town” of Villers Bretonneux –
would no doubt have signalled to Robinson and his supporters that they had not
heard the last of Villers Bretonneux.6

Sure enough, at the War Relief Fund Committee meeting held in December
1921, Tate again put the matter of supporting the Villers Bretonneux adoption
on the agenda. He announced at the meeting that he had in mind a “worthy
object” for the VEDWRO Committee to finance: the reconstruction of the
Villers Bretonneux school. As we saw in Chapter Two, a number of Australian
soldiers had begun rebuilding the school in 1918, but when the men returned to
Australia there was no money to be found in Villers Bretonneux to finish the
job. There is some confusion as to whose idea it was to use the adoption scheme
to complete the project: although the Department built a handful of memorial
schools in Victoria in the years after the war,7 Colonel Watson has usually been
given the credit for coming up with the idea that the school be rebuilt with
money from the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund. But Charlotte Crivelli had
written to inform Tate that the Villers Bretonneux school could be rebuilt at a
cost of £10,000 before Watson addressed the VEDWRO meeting – perhaps this
was her brainchild.8 Regardless, at the December 1921 meeting Tate proposed
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that the Education Department donate not £5,000, as Davey had suggested at the
September meeting, but twice that amount, specifically for the Villers
Bretonneux school to be rebuilt.9

This seems a remarkable amount of money, given the tension within the
Education Department over whether money donated by Victorians should be
spent on relief for other Australians, and given that there were so many
organisations and individuals vying for the money remaining in the Education
Department’s War Relief Fund. The Department had been bombarded by calls
for help for projects such as a housing scheme for returned men at Prahran, a
Red Cross farm for consumptives, and an appeal hosted by the Australian
Imperial League of Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Womenfolk for an Anzac Buffet, for
example.10

The most controversial and highly publicised appeal for the remaining
VEDWRO monies involved the movement to construct a National War
Memorial in Melbourne. The Lord Mayor of Melbourne, Councillor Swanson,
addressed a meeting of the VEDWRO Fund Committee in February 1921,
requesting that £50,000 be donated for the erection of a memorial arch. He tried
to entice the funds from Tate and the Committee members by pointing out that

letter from Crivelli. Of course, Watson could have suggested the idea to Crivelli, but there is no
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such a large donation would be good publicity for the Department, and
cautioned them against donating to a Commonwealth Fund because the money –
and by implication any kudos to be gained by the Department through the act of
generosity – “would be practically lost”.11 This comment is significant in that it
suggests that there was an assumption that donors to memorials should be
publicly recognised, just as those who donated to the various wartime
subscription lists were.

When Swanson’s appeal to the Education Department was made public there
was widespread criticism of the idea. Over the ensuing months the State School
Teachers’ Union, the women’s branch of the Union, the central executive of the
ALP, and various school committees from across the state all denounced the
suggestion that the money in the schools’ War Relief Fund be spent in this
way.12 This was another chapter in the debate over whose war effort should be
recognised, and who should be rewarded, with critics of the monument arguing
that the money was raised to relieve distress. A memorial arch could hardly
feed unemployed and incapacitated Diggers and their families. In September
1921, as he was privately trying to win support for the proposal to fund the
rebuilding of the Villers Bretonneux school, Tate was forced to issue a
statement distancing the Department from the memorial arch scheme, stating
that the VEDWRO’s excess funds would not be spent “uselessly”, and that no
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decision would be made without a full discussion amongst the members of the
VEDWRO committee.13

The Department’s War Relief Fund had a history of sending donations overseas,
suggesting that Tate, and presumably a majority of his fellow committee
members, believed that the relief of distress in Allied nations was by no means
“useless.” In fact, the Victorian Education Department’s attitude to forwarding
money to assist overseas Allies mirrors the pattern upheld across Australia
during the war. Throughout the war years the VEDWRO sent money to
(amongst others) Polish, Russian, French and Italian victims of war, but as in
the broader Australian community, the French and Belgian victims were
favoured over other nationalities. For instance, when the Lord Mayor requested
help for the Serbian Fund, the Department’s War Relief Fund Committee
informed him that they “had already granted £500 to the Servian [sic] Fund”,
and asked him “whether his letter had been written not knowing that fact.”14
The plight of the Serbs only warranted a one-off payment as far as the
VEDWRO Committee was concerned.

In contrast, the VEDWRO repeatedly granted money to causes aimed at
offering help to the French. In June 1916 the VEDWRO Committee gave
£1,000 to Crivelli’s French Week Appeal for the French Red Cross Society of
Victoria; in August of that year another £250 was sent to the French Red Cross,
Age, 24 September 1921, p. 15; Argus, 2 November 1921, p. 5
See minutes of Victorian Education Department War Relief Fund meetings held 17 August
1916, 1 December 1916, 7 May 1917, 17 July 1917. PROV VPRS 14009/P/001, Unit 1.
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in October £500 was awarded to the Societe d’Assistance Maternelle et Infantile
(also headed by Charlotte Crivelli), before another £250 made its way to the
Alliance Francaise Appeal by the close of 1916. The French National Day
Appeal, held in July 1917 (and again organised by Crivelli) received £5,000
from the Department of Education. The following year Madame Crivelli asked
for assistance for French orphans – two separate payments were made in
response to this, one of £500, the other, £100.15

Crivelli’s powers of persuasion no doubt played a role in eliciting such
generosity from Tate and his colleagues on the VEDWRO Committee, but there
is evidence also that the Departmental leadership were favourably inclined
towards the French civilians. Rosalie Triolo has detailed the way the pages of
the School Paper were filled with images, at least from 1916 onwards once the
Australians were fighting in France, of French soldiers and civilians as
“efficient, brave, disciplined, of rich military heritage and proud of their flag”.16
The September 1918 edition of the School Paper for older students was a
special “French Number”, and featured a number of poems, songs and articles
celebrating supposed “French qualities”.17
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The Victorian Education Department also had a history of giving specifically to
Villers Bretonneux prior to the formal adoption scheme, again thanks to
Charlotte Crivelli. In November 1919 she sent a letter to the VEDWRO Fund
asking for a donation towards the Villers Bretonneux district - £500 was
earmarked for the purchase of Christmas presents for the children as a result.18
The following March Crivelli again wrote to Tate, telling him she had heard
from both the Mayor of Villers Bretonneux and the Ministre des Regions
Liberies, and that they expressed their “warmest thanks for the splendid
donation.”19 Bonds had therefore already been established between the
Education Department of Victoria and the town of Villers Bretonneux well in
advance of Gellibrand’s call for help in 1921.

So when the Education Department’s War Relief Fund Committee was
considering whether or not they should award such a large donation to the
Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund, those in favour believed they were helping
the inhabitants of “a town that meant nothing to us before the war, but means
very much now.”20 Tate put his case for the reconstruction of the school forward
again in February 1922, but opponents of the decision to donate to the adoption
of Villers Bretonneux reiterated that the money could be better spent in helping
returned Australian soldiers – especially since the Australian government
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appeared, in the eyes of Mr Robinson at least, to be doing little on this front.21
The matter was finally resolved in March. In the end Tate prevailed: his
suggested £10,000 was to be awarded to Villers Bretonneux specifically for the
purpose of re-building the Villers Bretonneux school. On top of that, the £2,500
already agreed to in the previous September was also to be forwarded to the
Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund.22

The decision to send money to Villers Bretonneux from the VEDWRO Fund
was announced to the public in August 1922.23 This was an enormous amount
of money to send overseas, and - bearing in mind the robust discussion over
whether or not the Department should donate to the memorial arch proposed by
Melbourne’s Lord Mayor the previous year - it is surprising that the Melbourne
newspapers carried no evidence of a backlash against the Department’s
generosity towards Villers Bretonneux. Granted, Tate placated the likes of Mr
Robinson, who felt that the VEDWRO money should be spent on relieving
distress amongst Australians, by agreeing to donate the remaining £85,000 in
the coffers of the VEDWRO to limbless (Australian) soldiers.24

The fact that over half the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund’s target of
£20,000 had been donated by the Education Department gave Tate the power to
21
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largely determine the direction the adoption scheme took from thereon. In fact,
his influence loomed so large that by 1923 the Committee of the Victorian
Villers Bretonneux Fund was virtually superfluous. It was Tate who received
the plans for the new school, to be called Victoria College, in honour of its
benefactors. It was also Tate who gave his approval to them before issuing
instructions that the work should proceed “at once”. Tate corresponded with the
architect in Villers Bretonneux, and he oversaw the selection of wooden
frescoes to decorate the assembly hall at Victoria College.

He also took

responsibility for forwarding the Golden Book, listing the names of all those
who donated to the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund, to the Prefect of the
Somme. The only role left for Watson, by then Chairman of the Victorian
Villers Bretonneux Fund, was to cable the Prefect of the Somme, telling him
that Tate would be in London in May 1923 (to attend the Imperial Education
Conference), and that he would be available to attend any ceremony which
might be planned for the laying of the foundation stone of the school.25
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A date for such formalities was duly set – 16 June 1923 – and was declared a
public holiday in Villers Bretonneux. Tate was there to represent the Victorian
Education Department; others in the official Australian party included Mr John
McWhae, Agent General for Victoria in London, and Mr Angliss MLC, both
present as representatives of the Victorian people and their government. The
day began at Amiens, and as the visitors from a far away land “motored”
towards Adelaide Cemetery for the first of the official proceedings, they were
greeted by “cheering crowds everywhere”. They were met at the cemetery by
the Mayor of Villers Bretonneux, the local school children, and the Prefect of
the Somme, who laid a wreath at the Cross of Sacrifice. When the party then
moved on to the French cemetery, Tate’s daughter laid a wreath in honour of the
French victims of war on behalf of the school children of Victoria. Next stop
was the makeshift town hall (an old army hut), where McWhae was presented
with deeds renaming two of the town’s streets: Villers Bretonneux was to
become home to a Rue Victoria and a Place du Melbourne. Then it was on to
the site of the school, where the children sang a specially arranged French
version of “Australia Will Be There”, before Mrs McWhae laid the foundation
stone of Victoria College.26

The school was eventually completed in 1927, and since then references to
Victoria College in both popular and more scholarly literature note that it is a
memorial school, but the analysis of who or what is being memorialised has
been somewhat blinkered. Allan Blankfield and Robin Corfield interpret the
26
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school as a memorial “for all the Victorian soldiers who served, as well as those
who died in France.”27 Prue Parlicki begins her discussion of the Villers
Bretonneux school with the confident assertion that “the” purpose of Victoria
College, in common with “all war memorials” is “to remember lives lost in
battle.”28 These statements reflect the dominance, established in the inter war
years, of the view that it was the war effort and sacrifices made by Australian
soldiers which deserved to be remembered.

But other research has found that war memorials have multiple purposes: for
Stegemann the memorials of south eastern New South Wales were raised as an
expression of grief, of gratitude, and remembrance; Ken Inglis has suggested
that war memorials across Australia were an expression of exultation, pride,
gratitude, and mourning.29 Such layered meanings also apply to the Villers
Bretonneux school: although initial newspaper reports in Melbourne stated that
the school at Villers Bretonneux would be “dedicated” to the Australian soldiers
who had died in the area,30 there was no one memory promoted by, or single
“purpose” of, the school - as the speeches and ceremonies associated with the
laying of the foundation stone made abundantly clear.
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Pride in the deeds of the Australian soldiers, and the grief caused by the loss of
so many men, were both prominent themes in the speeches made at Villers
Bretonneux on 16 June 1923. Monsieur Chassaigne, Chairman of the
Committee for the erection of a monument to commemorate the Allied soldiers
killed in the war, told the Australians that their soldiers effectively saved the
British Empire when they saved Villers Bretonneux. McWhae commented that
the school, and the re-named streets, would “stand as a lasting memorial to our
brave soldiers”.31 And just as the distant graves of Australian soldiers had been
a recurrent theme in the fundraising for Villers Bretonneux across Victoria, the
graves also formed a literal and figurative backdrop to the day’s events in
Villers Bretonneux. The visits to the various cemeteries around the town
highlight this, but Tate’s speech picked up the threads of that mood when he
referred to the fact that “many thousands of gallant Australians are buried in the
sacred soil of France”. He mentioned that the people in Australia could never
forget Villers Bretonneux because of its proximity to “graves they will never
see”. Tate hinted at the anxiety felt by so many of the bereaved in Australia, and
the way they looked to the people of France to care for the graves of their loved
ones in their stead in the statement that the bereaved in Australia “may safely
entrust the graves of their dear ones to you and to your children”.32 In this way
Tate spoke to, and reassured his audience at home (via the newspaper reports on
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the day), as much as he spoke to the people listening to him at Villers
Bretonneux.

But the Australian soldiers were not the only focus of the speeches that day. The
visitors from Australia also saw Victoria College as a symbol of, and memorial
to, the friendship between Australians and the people of Villers Bretonneux, as
well as a reminder of the deeds performed by the soldiers of the AIF. McWhae
mentioned the “friendship and good will” between the two nations, but it was
Tate who provided a real sense of that friendship. He referred to the way people
in Australia had been taught of the greatness of French art, literature and
civilisation, stressing their shared Eurocentric culture. Tate offered further
evidence that those at home had become more familiar with the French people
through the experiences of the Australian soldiers, commenting that Australian
civilians had learnt of the “love” the soldiers felt for the French “whose homes
they often shared”. And in a statement reminiscent of the letters Cyril Lawrence
had sent home during the war, Tate declared that the Australians at home had
also learnt of the way the homesick soldiers had formed bonds with the “jolly
little French children, who reminded them of those whom they had left behind
in distant Australia”.33

The speeches made at Villers Bretonneux on 16 June 1923 also expressed a
feeling of hope that this “friendship” and “mutual esteem” - forged on the
battlefields, strengthened by the care the people of Villers Bretonneux bestowed
33
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on the nearby Australian graves, and cemented via the adoption scheme - would
help to prevent future wars. These sentiments are a reflection of those already
identified with the British League of Help and the Victorian Villers Bretonneux
Fund; they are also an expression of Tate’s values. No doubt there was an
element of diplomatic politeness and rhetoric in Tate’s declaration that “the
peace of the world” was ensured by “the cultivation of mutual esteem between
peoples”.34 But there was a genuine tone to it too. Tate believed that the war
was the perfect opportunity to prove the line from Shakespeare’s Henry V that
“There is some soul of goodness in things evil, /Would men observingly distil it
out”- as he never tired of quoting as the casualty lists lengthened during the war.
In 1916 he published a series of articles for the Melbourne Herald, and wrote a
story for the teachers of the Department under that title; these were an echo of
his suggestion, voiced at the formation of the Victorian Education Department’s
War Relief Organisation in 1914, that “rightly used, this dreadful war might
produce lasting good to Australia”.35

Again we can see an intersection between Tate’s own values and attitudes, and
those inherent in the broader adoption scheme. In Tate’s view, the war provided
a perfect opportunity for children to learn to enjoy working for the wider
community, eventually growing into responsible, reliable, duty-bound “good
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citizens.”36 He hoped that even the methods the school children used to raise
money for the War Relief Fund would “produce some permanent result for good
in the characters of the children”.37 The war presented teachers with a wonderful
opportunity, according to Tate, to mould a better type of citizen. For Tate it was
children who were the means to securing a better future.

Those who organised the British League of Help also believed children were the
key to ensuring that the various adoptions bore fruit in terms of a better future.
In 1923 the Association France-Grande Bretagne, which had played such a vital
role in the formation of the British League of Help three years earlier, sponsored
a group of one hundred and fifty British school girls on a trip to France. Their
itinerary included Paris, Amiens, Arras – then all the towns the girls were linked
to as a result of British League of Help adoptions.38 The importance of visits
such as these could “not be exaggerated”, as far as the organisers of the British
League of Help was concerned. “Apart from the fact that they stimulate interest
at home in the town or village adopted”, the League reasoned in 1922,
“intercourse between the young people of the two countries must always be
looked upon as most valuable propaganda for the friendship of the two
nations.”39
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Tate hoped that the Villers Bretonneux school would serve a similar function,
not through the visits of Victorian school children to Victoria College, but in
anticipating that, as each generation of French pupils passed through the
classrooms, they would be instilled with feelings of “goodwill and affection”
towards Australia and the British Empire.40 But more important for Frank Tate
than the need to foster these feelings of goodwill and affection to ensure the
future peace and safety of the world; more important even than recalling the
efforts and sacrifices of Australian soldiers, was the need to remember the war
effort of his own Department. When he addressed the crowd which had
assembled to witness the laying of the foundation stone of the Villers
Bretonneux school in 1923, Tate proclaimed that it would “stand as a memorial
of the fine work” the school children of Victoria had undertaken “for their
country”.41

The Education Department, and the children across the state of Victoria who
were under its instruction, had certainly made an impressive contribution to the
war. While analysis of children’s war work has sometimes concentrated on the
ways war impacts on them as casualties, soldiers, and survivors/veterans,42 these
classifications ignore the very real ways children have taken part in wars
without ever touching, feeling, hearing, or seeing a gun or a bomb. In the state
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schools of Victoria, for instance, the war became an integral part of the school
day for the children. Lessons were saturated with references to the war, and
patriotic observances, such as saluting the flag, became compulsory during the
war years. War work was incorporated into the children’s education; in fact the
mood of the Department was such that RW Armitage, District Inspector for the
schools in the north east of the state, was able to tell his teachers that the war
effort was more important than lessons.43

The Department strongly encouraged the children in its care to undertake war
relief efforts. Tate spoke proudly of these efforts in the speech he gave at Villers
Bretonneux in June 1923, and with good reason. Every member of staff and
every scholar of the Department had been expected to contribute to the war
effort via the VEDWRO, although it was the children who were most
exploited.44

Victorian state schools were not alone in motivating children to work for the
war. Stewart Firth and Jeanette Hoorn have detailed the ways school children in
NSW were used mercilessly for the war effort45 and many historians have listed
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the amounts of money raised right across Australia by school children, and
compiled tallies of the comforts they produced.46 But the Victorian state school
children were particularly diligent war workers.

For four years the state school children of Victoria tried to outdo each other in
the amount they donated to the Fund: they donated their pocket money, but by
and large they were expected to earn money which could then be donated. They
did this through all manner of activities, such as growing and selling flowers
and vegetables, catching and selling fish, doing odd jobs at home and around the
neighbourhood, giving concerts, organising raffles of livestock, competing in
sports days, and anything else that might return a profit.47 And when they were
finished with raising money for the war effort, the children of Victoria’s state
schools were busy making their in-kind donations to the war effort: knitting
socks, sewing shirts and pyjamas, rolling bandages, and making layettes for
Belgian babies.48 In this way, the children’s war effort, encouraged by the
Department of Education, extended well beyond school hours.49
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There was a definite understanding amongst the teachers and the students of
Victoria that the work they were doing during 1914-18 was as important for the
Empire’s eventual victory as enlistment patterns. Just as Joan Beaumont notes
the importance attached to the voluntary efforts undertaken by women during
the war, children read in the School Paper in December 1914 that, since they
could not take up arms, they must find “other ways” to serve their country and
their Empire, and that “all who help to swell the Fund are really, in a sense,
fighting their country’s battles.”50 McKernan notes the number of thank-you
letters the soldiers sent to school children, deducing that this would have helped
the children understand the significance of their work.51 McKernan also
suggests that the “desire” to knit comforts and donate pocket money was
“typical” of children right across Australia,52 but by incorporating war work into
the school day in Victoria it is difficult to tell whether the children really did
“desire” to support the war effort, or whether they were just compelled to do so.
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Regardless of whether the children’s war work in Victoria was undertaken on a
completely voluntary basis, the Education Department believed that the war
efforts of the children – and that of all of those within the Department – needed
to be remembered. As early as 1915 the School Paper predicted that “The
practical help that is being rendered by the teachers and pupils of Victorian
schools will not soon be forgotten.”53 But this was optimistic. Sometimes they
were remembered: in North Eastern Victoria the efforts of the local school
children were honoured by the returned men, who organised picnics for them,
and gave them free entry to their sports and gymkhanas after the war.54 But this
example was far from typical. Historians have criticised the way women’s
sacrifices have been pushed to the sidelines of official commemoration,55 but
the clamouring and jostling by various sections of society over whose sacrifices
were most worthy of remembrance also drowned out the voices of the children.
Their war effort was often overlooked in the years after the war.

This caused a mood of disquiet amongst members of the Victorian Education
Department in the final months of the war, a mood that only increased after the
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war. Three years after the war Professor Smyth, of the Teachers’ College in
Carlton, expressed his view to Tate that:
the press of our state had never given the notice, the publicity, and the
praise to the patriotic work which our schools and the amount of money
and kind raised by them deserved.56

Tate was especially annoyed with the criticism levelled at the Department in the
pages of both the Age and the Argus for using schooling to foster patriotism
amongst children. He complained that while the newspaper editors were quick
to criticise what they did not agree with, they had “never had one word of
generous appreciation” regarding the Department’s fundraising efforts.57 While
the war relief efforts of the Department, and Tate’s role in directing them, were
recognised by both the French and Belgian governments after the war, Tate
remained privately very bitter about never receiving a Knighthood from his own
government in recognition of the war work he carried out on their behalf.58

As a result, the Department of Education set about memorialising their war
effort themselves. This process had begun during the war, with the decision to
provide money to build and equip twelve wards in the Caulfield military
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hospital, which were named after the Department.59 And in 1917 the
Department published a booklet detailing the fundraising undertaken by the
children. Tate penned the introduction, and commented that the Executive
Committee of the VEDWRO had decided to publish the record “in the hope that
it might become a permanent record of a worthy and most significant bit of war
work.” The varied war relief activities of the children were listed in the booklet,
and were accompanied by pictures of “little helpers” doing their bit for the
war.60
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Figure 6.3. The
front cover of
the brochure
published by
the Education
Department in

After the war, Sir Ernest Scott was consulted about the feasibility of publishing
a weightier tome to better do justice to the efforts of the Department. Although
Scott noted that the Department had undertaken war work from the homefront,
he did not suggest that its work should be included in the proposed book.
Instead, he recommended that the book should feature the names, dates of
enlistment, and military records of the Department’s teacher soldiers, and
suggested that the Department contact those men who had returned so that they
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could share their own part of the war with readers.61 In doing so he was
demonstrating whose sacrifice he felt should be honoured – and whose could be
ignored.

Scott’s views on this matter were not shared by Tate. When the Education
Department’s Record of War Service was published in 1921 it was quite a
different book to the one envisaged by Scott.62 The efforts of the school children
were recounted after all, along with lists of the amounts of money raised by
each state school. There was also a chapter devoted to the multitude of comforts
sent to the men overseas, and one on how the country schools helped, another
on how the city and town schools helped - with pictures of earnest “little
woodworkers” sitting proudly by neat piles of their handiwork, and industrious
young girls who had made “500 pairs of socks in Five months.”63 Even the
schools’ efforts to memorialise the war, through erecting honour boards,
compiling rolls of honour, and honour books, was included in the Record of
War Service.

The loyalty of the staff within the Department was highlighted in the chapter on
“Inspectors, Teachers, and Other Departmental Officers whose sons or brothers
died on service.” By listing cases such as that of Miss Annie Seymour, of the
Oakleigh School, who lost a brother; and Mr Julius Stach, of the Education
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Office, who lost a son, along with Mr Thomas Drury, of the Mollongghip
school, who lost an only son, there was a clear implication that the loyalty and
service ethos of the schools - and that of the whole Department - was
exemplary.64 Annie Seymour and her colleagues may not have served overseas,
but the pages of the Record of War Service testified that she and those around
her nevertheless sacrificed for the war.
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Figure 6.4.
Images from
the Education
Department’s
Record of War
Service.

Of course the more traditional notions of war service were included in the
Department’s book. Scott’s advice on giving a run-down of the military exploits
of the teacher-soldiers was followed, but the details of each man were used to
highlight the effort and loyalty of the Education Department. Sergeant-Major
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William Allen, for instance, had his military record summed up as “that of a
good and able teacher.”65 Likewise, the chapter on “The Men Who Returned”
was used to demonstrate the Department’s commitment to the war effort, by
pointing out that no teachers would be disadvantaged - in terms of promotion or
job opportunities - when they returned from overseas.66 While many had made
this promise, the Department was a rarity in keeping it. Overall, the effect of the
book was to present an image of a Department totally committed in its support
for the war.

Tate’s desire to publicise the Department’s war effort prompted him to seek the
advice of CEW Bean as to where he could distribute copies of the book “to the
best advantage”. Bean’s reply was fairly unimaginative – he mentioned “those
returned soldiers who are called upon constantly to make speeches” such as
Generals White, Glasgow, Elliott, Rosenthal, and Monash, before suggesting
“publicists” such as Keith Murdoch and FM Cutlack of the Sydney Morning
Herald.67 But Tate obviously looked further afield than simply Australia. The
Secretaire General of the Bibliotheque et Musee de la Guerre in Paris wrote in
1923 that the National French War Library considered it an honour to have
received a copy of the book. The following year Tate received a note of thanks
from the Ministre de l’Instruction Publique in France. The Record of War
Service was also sent to libraries in England, to the New York Public Library, to
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the Imperial Library in Calcutta, to the South African Public Library in
Capetown, and a vast array of other institutions across the Empire and beyond.68

It must have been gratifying for Tate to begin receiving letters in 1921, such as
that from a resident of Bendigo, who wrote that the book was “a fine record of
the part which the Education Department played in the Great War”.69 Likewise,
a letter from AW McCallum of Armadale to Tate must have reassured him that
the book was serving its purpose well:
I knew the State Schools had done heroic work in the war, … but I did
not know of the great self denial shown by the children until I read your
book. We are proud of the wonderful loyalty and firmness of heart which
was demonstrated in the Education Department by those who fought for
their country and those who helped to make comforts for the men at the
front.70

The fact that Tate was so interested in having the name of the Victorian
Education Department connected with a tangible “worthy object” in Villers
Bretonneux, and one which was highly visible, indicates that he wanted the
school to serve a similar promotional purpose to the Department’s Record of
War Service. We have seen already that there was an expectation that those who
68
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contributed to Patriotic Funds and appeals for memorials should receive some
form of recognition of their efforts. One way of ensuring that the towns and
cities responsible for adopting areas across devastated France were given the
recognition they were “due”, according to the British League of Help, was to
finance the construction of a prominent, tangible reminder - rather than simply
feeding and clothing necessitous cases. Lord Derby wrote in the First Annual
Report of the British League of Help that the British benefactors should
consider the “importance … of concentrating on some useful building which
shall stand for all time as a witness of the sympathy of a British town.” He cited
the examples of Sheffield, whose donations had funded a crèche in the adopted
town of Bapaume; and the money sent from Newcastle to Arras to fund
worker’s allotments, to be known as “Jardins de Newcastle”, while Poix du
Nord was to become home to Keighley Hall.71 Lady Bathurst had given her
adopted towns a “permanent token” of her “sympathy” and “goodwill”72 – a bell
for Passel, and a clock for Ville.73 The fact that the donors were motivated at
least partially by the recognition they would receive is highlighted by the fact
that the list of these “worthy objects” was headed “Lest They Forget” in the
British League of Help’s Second Annual Report. 74
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So just as Tate used the Record of War Service to highlight the war efforts of
the entire Education Department – rather than simply recounting the military
service of the teacher soldiers – he also used the adoption of Villers Bretonneux
to promote recognition of the war work undertaken by his Department. He did
this most prominently through the inscription he penned for the plaques which
stand alongside the school gates:
This school building is the gift of the school children of Victoria,
Australia, to the children of Villers-Bretonneux, as a proof of their
goodwill towards France. Twelve hundred Australian soldiers, the fathers
and brothers of these children, gave their lives in the heroic recapture of
this town from the invader on 24th April 1918, and are buried near this
spot. May the memory of great sacrifice in a common cause keep France
and Australia together forever in bonds of friendship and mutual
esteem.75

Through these words Tate ensured Victoria College would serve as a reminder
of more than just the men of the AIF who had fought and died around Villers
Bretonneux in 1918.

Tate also hoped to ensure that the rebuilding of Villers Bretonneux would be
associated with the help they received from Victorian school children by
reminding the people of Villers Bretonneux, and also the people at home in
Australia, of the Department’s relationship with the town. To this end the
Department continued to send books about, and maps of, Victoria to the Villers

75

Author’s observation, January 2000.

227

Bretonneux school, in order to remind the children of their far away
benefactors.76 At home, the students of the state schools were reminded of the
special relationship they had with Villers Bretonneux. When the Mayor of
Villers Bretonneux presented Tate with two ceramic urns and a French flag
“made of silk and beautifully embellished with silver lettering” to signify the
gratitude to the students of “l’haute ecole de Melbourne”, they were housed in
pride of place in the foyer of the Melbourne High School. Students and visitors
alike could not fail to notice them.77

The School Paper was also used as a vehicle to encourage the school students of
Victoria to think of their distant counterparts as friends. After Charlotte Crivelli
visited France in late 1924 she composed a letter especially for the state school
children of Victoria, which was published in the School Paper. Crivelli
recounted the reception she had received at the town, outlining how the school
children at Villers Bretonneux had initially given her a “polite welcome” until
the head teacher announced that their visitor was from Victoria … at which
point the “attitude changed at once”, and a “cheer went up for those far and
absent friends.”78 The children in Victoria read that those in Villers Bretonneux
were very interested to hear about school life in Victoria. By concluding her
letter with reference to the Christmas gift she gave to the school children dozens of books (“works of travels in Australia and works descriptive of the life
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there”), and a “good cinema lantern” - she helped to fashion a link to Villers
Bretonneux within the minds of the school children of Victoria.79

Again Crivelli served as a conduit of information between the two groups of
school students in 1926. The French children wrote to the children in Victoria,
care of Crivelli, when they heard of the bushfires which had ravaged the state in
February of that year. And again, a letter was reproduced in the School Paper
for the children to read, and to remind them of Villers Bretonneux. “These
misfortunes”, the Villers Bretonneux children wrote, “undergone by a
population which is dear to us, to which we are united by the sacred ties of
gratitude, have stirred our deepest emotions.”80 The image created is one of a
friend offering support to another in times of trouble.

Most of the references to Villers Bretonneux in the pages of the School Paper
related however to the construction of Victoria College. The students learnt of
the ceremony held to mark the laying of the school’s foundation stone in 1923
via an eight page spread on Villers Bretonneux. The article outlined the fighting
the AIF had been involved in there during 1918, and how, when the men
returned “everyone felt” that Australia should be responsible for the rebuilding
of the school house there. The events of 16 June 1923 were retold for the state
school children – the visits to the cemeteries around Villers Bretonneux, the
speeches made at the Town Hall, the local children singing for the Victorian
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visitors – before defining some of the more difficult words included in the
speeches of the day (“Corps (kōr), body of troops”; “in-dom-i-ta-ble, not to be
conquered or subdued”), which were also reproduced in full for the children.81

The following year the French President, Poincaré, wrote to Tate and expressed
his “gratitude and regard” for the Victorians. He asked Tate to convey his
thanks to the school children of Victoria, and a translation of his letter appeared
in the April 1924 edition of the School Paper. In this way the children could
read for themselves of his thanks “for all that they did for the Red Cross and for
the Société Maternelle et Infantile, and to thank them especially for the fine
enthusiasm which prompted them to make the gift of £12,500 to build for their
comrades in France a school at Villers-Bretonneux.”82 Similarly, Crivelli’s
letter, written after her visit to the town in 1924, informed the children of the
progress of the school they had helped to rebuild, detailing the “spacious
playgrounds with shelter pavilions”, the fine “well ventilated” classrooms, and
the “beautiful assembly hall”.83

The effect of all this publicity was to instill a sense of familiarity with Villers
Bretonneux amongst the state school children of Victoria. A sense of pride, and
also one of ownership of Victoria College also infuses the various letters and
articles published in the School Paper about Villers Bretonneux. Sometimes the
children who read these features would grow up to believe that they had given
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money specifically to rebuild the school at Villers Bretonneux. This, and the
unreliability of memory, was only too apparent six decades after Victoria
College was rebuilt, when Mr Jack Grant, son of the artist whose wood carvings
adorn the school’s assembly hall, addressed the Daylesford Historical Society
about the reconstruction of the Villers Bretonneux school. At the conclusion of
Mr Grant’s address a member of the audience “remembered” that the school
was financed through pennies the Victorian children had donated especially for
the school. She even “remembered” taking her penny for Villers Bretonneux to
school.84 But the pennies she had no doubt taken to school were donated for the
war effort – it was Frank Tate who made the decision that those pennies would
be sent to Villers Bretonneux in 1922.

Similarly, when the people of Villers Bretonneux erected a small memorial, in
the form of an inscribed obelisk, outside the school in 1927, Rene Turck,
Consul for France in Melbourne, stated he believed the obelisk would be “for
generations to come an eloquent sign of what has been done in Villers
Bretonneux.”85 It may well have been eloquent, but it was also incorrect. The
text on one of the faces tells visitors to the town that it was Frank Tate, not Mrs
McWhae, who laid the foundation stone in 1923. There is also no mention of
the adoption scheme, of the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund, or the fact that
the general public of Victoria had donated approximately £10,000 to Villers
84
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Bretonneux at the same time as the Department donated the money for the
school on any of the panels to the obelisk.

This obelisk, and the elderly Victorian woman’s false memory, both
demonstrate that Tate achieved more than even he anticipated through the
Villers Bretonneux school. Far from serving the sole purpose of memorialising
only those who had fought and died in the battle at Villers Bretonneux in April
1918, Victoria College was also re-built by the Victorian Education Department
as a testimony to the shared experiences of the people of Victoria and France
during the war, and to the friendship which sprang from those days. It also
symbolised the hopes that children would ensure that the war remained the “war
to end all wars”. And for Frank Tate the school at Villers Bretonneux was to
function as a tangible reminder - to the people of the town, and also to
Australians - of the Victorian Education Department’s war effort. What he
succeeded in building also became, over time, a monument to the ethos and
work of his Department in general, and to an understanding of broader notions
of war effort.
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Chapter Seven

“Let’s chuck these ashes ‘round while there
is nothing doing”:
The ascendancy of official memory at
Villers Bretonneux.

Before the town of Villers Bretonneux was adopted by the citizens of
Victoria, and before Frank Tate decided that the Education Department
should finance the reconstruction of the school there, Prime Minister Billy
Hughes had selected part of an Imperial War Graves Commission cemetery
at Villers Bretonneux as the site for a Memorial to the men of the AIF.1
After much delay, and amid much pageantry, the Memorial - raised to
remember the entire Australian Corps, and also the 11,000 missing
Australians in France - was unveiled in front of a crowd of thousands on
the afternoon of 22 July 1938. Guests of honour included the British King
and Queen, the President of France, and the entire French Cabinet.
Australia was officially represented by Stanley Melbourne Bruce, High
Commissioner to London, and by three Federal Ministers: Deputy Prime
Minister Sir Earle Page, Attorney General Robert Menzies, and Minister
for Customs Lieutenant Colonel TW White. The Federal government had
paid for one returned man, nominated by the RSSILA, to represent the
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Australian public. Four hundred ex Diggers, most of whom still lived in
England, and who were granted a subsidised passage across the Channel by
the Australian government, formed a Guard of Honour for the King at the
cemetery. Twelve hundred French troops lined the streets from the railway
station at Villers Bretonneux, where the royal party arrived, to the
cemetery.2

The ceremony for the unveiling consisted of speeches, prayers, and a hymn
which asked God to “guard” the “Motherland”, and referred to the
Australians “beneath other skies” who were “still clinging daughterwise” to
that mother. The afternoon’s events also included the sounding of the Last
Post, then a minute’s silence and the Reveille, wreath laying, and the
British and French national anthems. The official programme requested
that at the conclusion of the ceremony the assembled crowd join in singing
“Land of Hope and Glory”. There was no provision in the programme
however, for the spontaneous and enthusiastic cheering which erupted from
the crowd when the royal couple began to stroll through the cemetery at the
conclusion of the ceremony.3
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The presence of the Royal couple was the highlight of the ceremony for at
least three of the Australians in the crowd at Villers Bretonneux that day.
Philadelphia Robertson had worked for the Red Cross in Melbourne since
1915 and was visiting the UK in the northern summer of 1938 when SM
Bruce issued her with an invitation to attend the unveiling ceremony.4
Robertson’s account of her trip to France is heavily peppered with
references to her meetings with Lady and Lord Stradbroke, Lady Forster
and others of the elite. She recalls that, the evening before she travelled to
Villers Bretonneux, she and her “party” went out to see Paris “en fete for
4
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the visit of our King and Queen”. She noted the “brilliant illuminations and
decorations,” the welcoming banners, the huge rosettes of flowers, and the
way the pavements and roads were packed with crowds keen to catch a
glimpse of the royal couple. The presence of the King and Queen and other
distinguished guests at the unveiling, and the fact that her seat was in the
front row (“gave me a perfect view of the whole ceremony”),
overshadowed any interest in the substance of the ceremony or the
Memorial for Robertson. Her recollection of the ceremony includes no
reference to either who, or what, the monument was intended to
memorialise.5

Mr G. Stillman, a returned soldier who formed part of the Guard of Honour
at the event, was similarly concerned with his vantage point, commenting
that “most of us had a good view of the ceremony.” His brief, factual
account of the unveiling mentions that the King and “Birdie” were both “in
mufti,” and he was impressed by the fact that the King spoke to “about
every tenth man” of the Guard. Stillman, like Robinson, failed to reflect on
possible meanings of the Memorial when he later recounted the event for
the benefit of his fellow ex Diggers.6

The Secretary of the Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Fathers’ Association was also at
the unveiling, and he was also silent on anything relating to the possible
meaning of the Memorial. Instead, he described the trip across France to
Villers Bretonneux as “a wonderful experience,” recounting how he wanted
5

ibid.
G Stillman, “The Battlefields Re-Visited,” The Listening Post, 23 September 1938, pp.
15-16.
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to stop off at Armentieres “to see if I could find Madamoselle [sic]” and
how “we had great fun making the Frenchies understand what we wanted.”
At the unveiling he was struck by the large crowd gathered at the
Memorial, “awaiting the arrival of the Royal party,” and wrote
enthusiastically of the Royals, declaring “did they look well! I’ll say they
did, the Queen especially….” He recalled the unveiling ceremony in just a
few sentences, noting that the King “spoke beautifully” and the fact that as
they made their way to the gates of the cemetery the King and Queen spoke
to, and shook hands with, “the Aussies”. He concluded with a comment
that “we were fortunate enough to be within five yards of them for fully 15
minutes, so had a close up view of the Queen, which was worth the trip
itself….”7

Please see print copy for Figure 7.2

Figure 7.2: The Royal couple at the unveiling of
the (unseen) Australian National Memorial.

7
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But what of the Memorial? What meaning, if any, did it have for
Australians? As we have seen in the previous chapter it is difficult to pin a
singular meaning onto war memorials: the school at Villers Bretonneux
was used to commemorate, and to express pride in, both the Australian
soldiers and the Victorian Education Department. We have also seen that
war memorials erected across Australia, and in other combatant nations, in
the aftermath of the war have variously been interpreted by historians as
symbols of grief, gratitude, remembrance, and nationalism. They were also
the focal points for the rituals and ceremonies of commemoration,
providing comfort to the bereaved, and serving as, for some historians,
surrogate graves.8 In the same way, different meanings competed with each
other within the Memorial to the AIF at Villers Bretonneux. National pride
in the AIF’s achievements co-existed with imperial solidarity. For many –
like Philadelphia Robertson and Mr Stillman, for example – this was the
extent of the meanings of the Memorial. For others however, the official
memory operated in competition with private sentiment.

The attempt to construct an official memory through the Villers
Bretonneux Memorial was plagued with differences of opinion and
conflict. When Prime Minister Billy Hughes cabled his Cabinet in
Australia in 1919 to suggest that a Memorial - to be worthy of the nation’s
“great soldiers” - be built at Villers Bretonneux, he imagined Villers
8
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Bretonneux would be home to a distinctly Australian structure. He
envisaged something that would showcase and celebrate Australian talents
and achievements on the European stage, and he stipulated that the
Memorial, to be erected where Australian soldiers had distinguished
themselves in battle, must be designed by an Australian, and constructed
only with Australian materials.9

Soon after the site had been selected the area was criticised as being
“entirely unsuitable and inaccessible” and “unfrequented, and invisible
from the main road”.10 The matter was raised again in 1928 by the Agent
General for South Australia, who visited the site and commented that
although the cemetery “commands an imposing position … the proposed
site for the memorial is over the ridge, in a dip”.11 Despite the criticism, the
government was not persuaded to change the site of the Memorial.
Unfrequented or not, the chosen area was the site of Second Villers
Bretonneux – the turning point of the war. As such, it could be used to
extol the virtues of the AIF, and was therefore the perfect place for the
Australian National Memorial in France. In fact, at the time of the
unveiling, Billy Hughes maintained that “No site could more fitly serve for
a memorial to the AIF in France and Flanders than Villers Bretonneux”.12

Memorials and their Communities”, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society,
89, 2, December 2003, pp. 145-161.
9
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Problems also soon arose over the design and cost of the Memorial. A
competition for the Memorial’s design was announced in 1925, and entry
was restricted to any Australian designer, “provided that he or his sons or
daughters enlisted for service in the war”.13 A generous budget of £100,000
was allowed to cover the costs associated with using Australian stone, to be
prepared in Australia, then shipped to France. The actual design of the
Memorial was “left entirely to the imagination and judgement” of the
entrants. However, it was anticipated that the successful entry would “be an
enduring material symbol of those ideals which were the bases of
participation by Australia in the war.”14

A number of factors worked together to temper the nationalist flavour of
the Memorial however. It was a panel of judges in London, not Australia,
who decided in 1927 that William Lucas, of Melbourne, had submitted the
best design for the competition.15 Although his design was deemed the
best, his temperament caused nothing but trouble for the Australian
government. When the government presented Lucas with a contract two
years later, so that work on the project could finally begin,16 he stated that
its contents were “a great surprise” to him, and that he was “unable” to sign
it.

17

He never explained why. Repeated requests made by the

Commonwealth government for Lucas to put his complaints into writing
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were simply ignored.18 In July 1929 Lucas was informed that, since he was
unwilling to sign the contract, he was to refrain from carrying out any more
work on the Memorial.19

The following month the Secretary of the

Defence Department noted that, although the Department was trying to
reach a “mutually satisfactory” point, “in view of the attitude adopted by
Mr Lucas, difficulty in arriving at an agreement is anticipated.”20 The
Depression conveniently provided the necessary set of circumstances for
the government to be extricated from their dealings with Lucas. The
government informed him in February 1930 that, due to a lack of funds, the
project was to be suspended - although Prime Minister Scullin had decided
on this course of action some months earlier.21

Regardless of the state of the Federal Treasury, the Imperial War Graves
Commission (IWGC) had been charged with the responsibility of laying
the dead of the Empire to rest.22 This meant that, where a body existed, the
Commission was required to provide a headstone and maintain a grave in
one of the many IWGC cemeteries. When there was no body to be buried
the Commission needed to ensure that the man’s name was recorded on one
of the memorials to the missing. By suspending work on the Memorial at
Villers Bretonneux, which was to be the focal point of an IWGC cemetery,
18
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and which was to contain the names of the 11,000 missing Australians in
France, part of the IWGC’s work remained unfinished. The IWGC
therefore exerted pressure on the Australian government to either finish the
project themselves, or to allow the Commission to do so on their behalf.
The IWGC took great pains to soothe nationalist sensibilities, pointing out
that the “design and material” were still “obviously” a decision for
Australia - but they insisted that something needed to be done.23

Five years after the project had been suspended Sir Fabian Ware, executive
Vice Chairman and heavyweight of the IWGC, visited Australia, and it was
only then that a decision on the Memorial was reached. The Federal
government agreed that Sir Edwin Lutyens, designer of choice of the
Imperial War Graves Commission, with the Cenotaph, Thiepval, and the
South African memorials already completed, should also design the
Memorial for the Villers Bretonneux site. 24 The Commission was to put up
most of the finance: the £100,000 budget approved by Cabinet in the
aftermath of the war had been whittled down to £10,000.25

This paring back of the budget for the Memorial was allegedly due to the
exigencies of the Depression years, but it also serves to demonstrate the
shift in Australian priorities during the interwar years. As Billy Hughes
strutted around on the European stage in the immediate aftermath of the
22
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war, it was fitting that Australia’s war efforts (and importantly her war
victories), were also emphasised on that stage. This came to be seen as less
important with the passage of time, and without the influence of Hughes’
personality and preferences. It is difficult to imagine that Hughes, such a
staunch nationalist, and such a strong personality, would ever have allowed
such a decision to be made if he had still been Prime Minister.

The delays in construction and the change of designers both produced
murmurs of disapproval from some Australians. In a not so subtle attack on
the Australian government’s “grandiose scheme” at Villers Bretonneux, the
British Australasian reported in 1922 that the “French peasants” were
“sowing crops on the land” purchased for the Australian Memorial,
assuming that the project had been abandoned.26 In 1927 Brigadier-General
Dean, a South Australian who had visited the battlefields of France and
Belgium, urged that the Australian Memorial at Villers Bretonneux “should
be gone on with”.27 After the government suspended work on the Lucas
design, Sir Talbot Hobbs, who had led the 5th Division of the AIF in
France, and who had helped Hughes select the site for the Villers
Bretonneux Memorial, publicly criticised the government’s suspension of
the project. Hobbs had never been a fan of Lucas’s design, but he did want
to see the project continued.28 He favoured instead the proposal that the
IWGC, for whom he was working in London at the time, be allowed to
24
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construct a Memorial on the Australian government’s behalf. Other
returned soldiers were also critical of the delays: in 1936 the Twentieth
Annual Federal Congress of the RSSILA passed a resolution to exert
pressure on the government in relation to the construction of the
Memorial.29

Although William Lucas had refused to sign the government contract, and
was therefore largely responsible for the shelving of the original design for
the Villers Bretonneux Memorial, he was certainly vocal in his opposition
to the government’s decision to pass the project onto the IWGC. When the
British Memorial to the missing at Thiepval was unveiled in 1932 he sent a
message to the master of ceremonies at the event, expressing his “deep
regret that the Prince of Wales was not on this occasion unveiling the
Australian memorial.”30 Apart from highlighting the bitterness of Lucas
regarding the suspension of his project, the comment, reproduced in the
press, served as a rebuke to the government over its tardiness in relation to
honouring the missing Australian soldiers in France.

Lucas continued his campaign. In 1935 and 1936 he sent a series of letters
to various newspaper editors, complaining about the absence of any
Australian Memorial at Villers Bretonneux, and indignantly pointing out
that the design chosen by the government “violated” the conditions of the

28
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original competition.31 Federal parliament heard a lone question, prompted
by Lucas, on the issue in June 1938.32 Labor MHR Dr William Maloney
asked Prime Minister Lyons whether the government had “violated”
(again) the “three fundamental conditions” of the original competition.
Lyons replied smugly that it was actually the Scullin government which
had abandoned the project as it had originally been envisaged.33 Both the
Sydney Morning Herald and Melbourne’s Argus duly reported Maloney’s
question, and both quoted Lyons’ response – without comment – that:
In view of the fact that most of the money had been provided by the
War Graves Commission, it was reasonable that that body should
have control of its erection.34

Lucas fired off a letter to the editor of the Argus, complaining that “the
structure to be unveiled by His Majesty the King … is in all fundamental
respects non-Australian”.35 But the matter went no further.

The battle honours to be recorded on the Villers Bretonneux Memorial
were also a source of conflict. Bean was contacted early in 1938 by the
Department of Defence for advice in determining which battle names
should be included on the Memorial.36 The decision over what was to be
included – essentially over what was to be remembered – was by no means
clear cut, since battle honours needed the approval of both the Battles
31
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Nomenclature Committee and the King, and the names granted that assent
were often not battle names familiar to Australians. Claiming to speak for
“the men who fought there,” Bean argued that if names such as
Poelcappelle were included on the Memorial, then the list would be
“unintelligible to Australians.” He recommended that Dernancourt be
included (even though it had not been approved by the Battles
Nomenclature Committee) because it was “an important battle to
Australians”. He confided to John Treloar, Director of the Australian War
Memorial, that if the Committee’s list was adhered to, then many of the
names on the Memorial would be “meaningless to Australians, even to
those who fought there.” By March the Department of Defence had
finalised a list of names, with only those approved by the King being used.
Imperial protocol, rather than nationalist sentiment, prevailed: Poelcappelle
was included, Dernancourt was not.37

Although Bean predicted that the battle names carved into the Villers
Bretonneux Memorial would “be a cause of some trouble to the
Government”,38 the matter came to nothing. This could be interpreted as
evidence in support of the argument made by Inglis that Australians were
largely apathetic towards the large, official war memorials.39 But if we look
a little closer we can see that the Villers Bretonneux Memorial did have
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meaning for Australians, however most people were excluded from
forming an emotional attachment to it through the public memory making
which surrounded it. This is consistent with Ziino’s point that, while the
distant graves were of crucial importance for the bereaved in Australia, the
memorials and cemeteries of the IWGC were irrelevant to many of them
because they were so far removed from their needs.40

The official image of the Australian National Memorial at Villers
Bretonneux was carefully crafted at the unveiling ceremony, a popular time
for investing potentially ambiguous memorials with meaning according to
Alex King.41 The unveiling of the Australian Memorial at Villers
Bretonneux was used to emphasise the Imperial and Allied context of
Australia’s war experience, and the strength of the Anglo-French alliance
in the face of renewed German expansionism.

The Australian government had invited the King to unveil the Villers
Bretonneux Memorial, a decision which was in tune with much public
sentiment at the time. The Sydney Morning Herald hoped Their Majesties
would be able to unveil the Villers Bretonneux Memorial; the Australian
Women’s Weekly ran pictures of the Memorial and the cemetery under the
heading “May be Unveiled by King.”42 The date of the unveiling ceremony
was negotiable. Various dates, significant because of their associations
with battles Australian troops had been involved in, were suggested by the
40
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government: Anzac Day and Germany’s Black Day of 8 August were the
most popular dates in Australia.43 Ultimately though it was the demands of
the royal schedule, rather than dates imbued with significance for
Australians, which determined when the ceremony would be held. The date
finally chosen was 22 July, a date which held no military significance for
Australians whatsoever.44

The preparedness to compromise over the date of the unveiling of the
Memorial neatly reflected the dual loyalties many Australians felt in the
1930s. Sir Earl Page captured this when he spoke of the heroism of the
nation’s soldiers who had “sacrificed themselves for the ideals on which
the Empire is founded.”45 The King’s speech painted a similar picture.
Although he acknowledged that, by virtue of her war service, “Australia
passed from youth to manhood”, he made it clear that, as far as Britain was
concerned, Australia’s place remained firmly ensconced within the Empire.
He conveyed the gratitude of the Empire for the loyalty Australia had
displayed during the war, but he also pointed out that the cemetery within
which the unveiling ceremony was taking place contained the graves of
soldiers from all over the Empire. By commenting that the Australian
Memorial kept watch over those graves, the King effectively reminded
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Australia that, although she may have “grown up”, she still had a role to
play within the Imperial family.46

The press coverage also reflected these dual loyalties, although there were
differences in emphasis. The Sydney Morning Herald ran with the headline,
“The King Unveils Memorial”,

alongside a column written by Billy

Hughes detailing the exploits of the AIF in and around Villers Bretonneux
in 1918.47 The front page of the Argus reported on the “Moving Speech
Made by King George” at “the town where the soldiers of the A.I.F.
achieved what is regarded as their most glorious success of the Great
War.”48 The Women’s Weekly included three photographs of the royal tour.
The largest showed the elaborate procession accompanying the King and
Queen from the Bois de Bolougne to the Quai d’Orsay. There were two
smaller photographs of “the beautiful Australian war memorial at Villers
Bretonneux which was unveiled by the King.”49 The two newspapers
seemed to suggest that within the dual loyalties there was a sense of
equality earned by the war. For the Women’s Weekly, however, the Empire
(as personified by the royal couple) clearly over-rode any sense of equality,
let alone any incipient sense of Australian nationalism.

In addition to reaffirming Australia’s commitment to the Empire, the
unveiling of the Villers Bretonneux Memorial was also a deliberate attempt
to publicly shore up the Anglo-French alliance in the face of the storm
clouds gathering across Europe. There is evidence of this in the lead up to
46
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the event. The Argus ran a front page story on the “warm welcome
assured” for the royal couple, and an article detailing the efforts of the AIF
at Villers Bretonneux in 1918 sat beside a report on the “many gifts”
delivered for the King and Queen at the British Embassy in Paris.50 The
Sydney Morning Herald chose to editorialise on the highs and lows of
Anglo-French relations over the preceding four decades.51 Meanwhile, the
Women’s Weekly ran features on the great lengths the French were going to
in honouring the royal couple (apparently the Quai d’Orsay had suffered
redecoration and refurbishment for the occasion) along with a profile of
Madame Lebrun (the wife of the French President) in view of her important
role as “hostess to the Queen.” The article devoted half a sentence to the
Memorial itself. 52

The strength of the relationship between France and Britain, at an official
level, was on show at the unveiling. The very fact that the President of the
country and the entire French cabinet attended the unveiling was clear
evidence of the fact. So too with the French troops standing shoulder to
shoulder as they lined the Villers Bretonneux streets as the royal party
passed by them on the way from the railway station to the cemetery. The
relationship was also referred to in all the speeches. Page recalled the “days
when the armies of France and the British Empire fought side by side”; the
King’s opening statement likewise highlighted the ties between France and
Great Britain. President Lebrun gave a perfunctory nod to the “irresistible
Anzacs” who had fought around Amiens in 1918, then referred to the
49
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“friendship” and “close understanding” of the French and British
“democracies”.53

The speeches also contained a number of references to peace. These
messages were consistent with the way the Imperial War Graves
Commission utilised the cemeteries and memorials within their care to
promote messages of peace throughout the 1930s,54 and were also
consistent with policies of appeasement. Accordingly, Earle Page spoke of
the “tragedy” and “futility” of the hostilities that had taken place on the
ground where the Memorial now stood. He also deliberately portrayed the
men of the AIF not as warriors, but as men of peace who volunteered for
war; they were “fathers and sons and brothers … men we knew in gardens
and homes and offices, intent on the works of peace”. He commented that it
was “more in keeping with the Australian character that we should to-day
pay homage to them as men of peace, destined to die in war.” Again, he
reiterated “They were men of peace, trained for peace, loving peace; yet
they died in war.”55

These statements contain a certain irony, given that they were made in a
war cemetery, and given that the ceremony was held to unveil a memorial
which was designed to honour men who had fought in war. But the official
speeches were not just ironic, they also had little resonance with private
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memory. The existence of competing memories of war, and the arguments
over the need to recognise a number of different memories was becoming
apparent in the 1920s, in debates such as that detailed in the previous
chapter as to whose sacrifice should be remembered. Luckins has shown
how this disjuncture gathered momentum during the 1930s, as women and
their loss became relegated to the position of “ignored bystander” in public
commemoration. By then, she says, men were considered to be the
“custodians” of the memory of war.56 Likewise, Damousi demonstrates the
ways women’s loss was “ordered” and “contained” through the “Big
Words” of glory and honour.57 She highlights the fact that, during the
1920s, the sacrificial mother was held in high esteem in the public memory
of the war, but that by the 1930s, once the Anzac legend became
entrenched, women were no longer recognised as having made a distinctive
contribution to the war effort.58 The story of the Villers Bretonneux
Memorial helps explain how this happened, in the way that ownership of
the Memorial was given to the men who fought, and by consistently
ignoring the claims other groups may have had on the Memorial.

The men who fought were accorded ownership of the Memorial at Villers
Bretonneux through more ways than simply referring to their achievements
in the speeches at the unveiling. This was, as far as the government and the
Australian War Memorial were concerned, a soldiers’ memorial.
Accordingly, it was a returned man who was considered the best
56
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representative of all Australians at the unveiling ceremony. In fact, the
Australian government ensured that there was a strong ex-soldier
contingent at the ceremony. At the same time it deliberately prevented
women from attending the ceremony en masse.

The Federal government was worried that only a handful of people within
the wealthy “set” showed any interest in visiting Villers Bretonneux for the
unveiling of the Australian Memorial. In February 1938 Cooks’ Travel
Service announced they would host a trip to Villers Bretonneux to coincide
with the unveiling, and once it was mentioned that the King would perhaps
unveil the Memorial the press anticipated that a number of Australians
would make the journey to France for the event.59 But these expectations
came to nothing. This was of concern to Stanley Melbourne Bruce, who
cabled Prime Minister Joe Lyons, stressing the importance of a “good
muster”.60 On his recommendation, and with an eye to the savings to be
made from using the Australian men rather than a British Regiment for the
Guard of Honour for the event, the Federal government agreed to
reimburse the cross Channel trip of any ex AIF men in the UK to the tune
of £1, in the hope that the subsidy would attract more “pilgrims”.61 Bruce
stated that, while the subsidy offered to the Diggers would be “in accord
with popular sentiment”, he believed there were too many “widows and
58
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mothers of deceased soldiers”, so he recommended that the financial
assistance “be confined to diggers.”62

The government encouraged only a certain type of Australian civilian to
attend the ceremony of the unveiling - Philadelphia Robertson and her set,
for example - but the Australian War Memorial was nevertheless happy to
exploit more than the elite for financial gain. Three months prior to the
unveiling of the Villers Bretonneux Memorial, staff at the Australian War
Memorial in Canberra attempted to swell the coffers by selling a
reproduction of one of Lutyens’ coloured drawings of the Villers
Bretonneux Memorial. No doubt buoyed by the popularity of Will
Longstaff’s Menin Gate at Midnight, the Board of the Memorial
commissioned 1000 prints of the Lutyens drawing. Alf Esnouf, one of the
Memorial’s leading salesmen, listed potential buyers for the benefit of the
Director. He included the usual - schools, colleges, RSSILA sub branches
and the like - but he also included the next of kin of all the men named on
the Memorial.63 The Assistant Director, Major Maxted, agreed with
Esnouf, pointing out that “the main avenue of sale will be to relatives
concerned, especially when sentiment and memories are revived by the
ceremony of the unveiling.”64 But a month after the unveiling only one
hundred and forty-six orders for the picture had been taken.65 Poor
planning and marketing by the Australian War Memorial is partly to blame
for such a dismal response. Suggestions made to Treloar to pressure
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metropolitan newspapers to print a reproduction of the picture went
unheeded. But their plan was overly ambitious from the start: a coloured
architectural sketch was never going to strike a chord in the same way as
Longstaff’s depiction of the ghostly soldiers amidst the cornfields
surrounding the Menin Gate.

The relationship the men who fought had with the Villers Bretonneux
Memorial was privileged by the government and the War Memorial in
other ways. Part of the preparations for the unveiling ceremony involved
planting sixty eucalyptus trees in the forecourt of the cemetery. It was
common for Australians to attempt to connect themselves with the far away
battlefields and graves of Europe in this way during the inter war years,66
but in the case of the Villers Bretonneux Memorial this ritual was adapted
to link only ex soldiers with Villers Bretonneux. The number of trees was
based on the number of battalions within the AIF: they represented the men
who fought. And when the trees needed to be removed from the cemetery
after the unveiling (of course they were not at all suited to the soil or
climate of Villers Bretonneux), the IWGC arranged for six trees to be sent
back to the various State Branches of the RSSILA.67 Treloar requested
another six trees to be sent to Canberra, specifically for the Australian War
Memorial. It is significant that the trees were sent to the RSSILA and the
Australian War Memorial, not to the various governments around the
country. The message was clear: the trees, and therefore the Memorial,
65
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were owned by the men who fought, as represented by their official bodies,
not by the general public. (Interestingly, Adelaide’s tree was initially
planted at the State War Memorial,68 but was moved to the grounds of
Government House during the 1990s. These days, members of the general
public must request permission, in advance, in order to view the tree.69)

The men who fought were also linked to the Villers Bretonneux Memorial
via the film footage which was taken of the unveiling ceremony, and which
was sent back to Australia. Two months after the Memorial was unveiled,
Federal Cabinet considered whether the film of the unveiling should be
handed to distributors for general release for public screenings – or whether
the Australian War Memorial should take possession of it. They decided on
the latter.70 There was a definite understanding between the Federal
government and the staff of the War Memorial that the film – and, by
inference, the Memorial - did not belong to all Australians. Menzies
informed parliament that “it is not considered desirable that the film should
be exhibited extensively, but consideration is being given to the question of
its exhibition in appropriate circumstances.”71

But the government’s hand was forced on the issue, with both returned
soldier’s organisations and the press complaining loudly. The importance
of the film for the general public was best summed up by Mr Stickley of
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the Epping sub-branch of the NSW RSSILA, who argued that, in addition
to the “great number of ex-servicemen” who were interested in the Villers
Bretonneux Memorial, there were:
also many relatives of the fallen [who] are vitally interested in the
Memorial. They can not afford the time or expense of visiting France
and would deeply appreciate seeing this film.72

Men such as Mr Stickley, as well as being returned soldiers, were also
often the bereaved, still mourning, like Fred Tugwell, for their dead mates
years after the war. They also continued to function as a link between
bereaved civilians and the dead men, as they had when they communicated
with the next of kin during the war; we can see through this example that
the returned soldiers also tried to forge a link between the needs of the
bereaved and official memory.

Despite these efforts, however, when the film was eventually distributed it
was only done so through the various branches of the RSSILA. Treloar
justified this move by arguing that there would not be a “large number” of
interested people, but he thought that by allowing the screening of the film,
the War Memorial would be “rendering a service to the public, or at least to
that section of the public which is interested.”73

The War Memorial and the government then worked together to define
precisely who that “interested” section of the public was. An invitation was
issued to the citizens of Canberra to view the film, but returned men were
71
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singled out as having a particular interest in it. Readers of the Canberra
Times were informed that “In allotting tickets, preference will be given to
returned soldiers.”74 When Treloar sent out a circular concerning the
screening to government departments he requested that:
As I have been instructed when issuing tickets to accord preference
to returned soldiers, it would be helpful if it could be indicated, if a
list be supplied, which of those whose names appear on it served
during the war.75

By further stating “It will also doubtless be understood it may not be
practicable to meet all applications”76, Treloar was admitting that the film
did in fact have wide appeal, but a hierarchy was in place in terms of whose
interest in the Memorial was most important. The file held at the Australian
War Memorial containing the replies from the employees of various
Commonwealth Departments, as well as requests for tickets from members
of the general public, contains a large number of females who wished to
view the film - in addition to the men who could furnish the particulars of
their service records.77

Women, left at home in the Great War to “wait and weep”, and to sew and
knit, are often used to symbolise the bereaved. But the tension between
private sentiment and public commemoration at the unveiling of the Villers
Bretonneux Memorial also reinforces the idea, explored in earlier chapters,
that the men who fought were also sometimes the bereaved. While the
72
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Australian War Memorial attempted to forge a connection between the
Memorial at Villers Bretonneux, and the returned soldiers in Australia,
there were other attempts, more in tune with the needs of the bereaved
families and soldiers, to link Australians to Villers Bretonneux and the
Memorial there. Colonel RB Jacob, nominated by the RSSILA to represent
Australia at the unveiling ceremony, carried with him an “urn” containing
the ashes of ribbons and wreaths laid on war memorials across Australia on
Anzac Day 1938. The ashes were to be ritualistically scattered during the
unveiling ceremony. The language used by one newspaper in reporting that
plan – the ribbons and wreaths were to be “cremated”, then placed in a
“casket”78 – demonstrates that there was a desire to link the Memorial with
the bereaved back in Australia, and that there was a need to perform some
sort of funeral rite at the unveiling. For the return trip the urn was to be
filled with earth from the Memorial site, and one leaf from each of the sixty
eucalyptus trees planted in the forecourt of the Memorial, symbolically
bringing the dead of the 60 battalions home.79

But there was no place for the scattering of the ashes in the formal
procedures set down for the unveiling. Rather, the ritual was carried out
informally. The RSSILA was quick to inform Treloar of its unhappiness
with the Federal government “owing to the matter of scattering the ashes at
the V.B. memorial opening without due ceremony.”80 One returned man
summed up his distaste over that part of the day thus: “It seems someone
77

See AWM93, 12/8/14/2, Part 1.
The Sun (Melbourne), 27 April 1938. In NAA A663, 0100/1/102, Attachment E.
79
Official Secretary, Australia House, “Villers Bretonneux Memorial: Report of
Unveiling 22nd July 1938,” 7 September 1938, AWM38 3DRL/6673, Item 404; Bart Ziino,
A Distant Grief, University of Western Australia Press, Crawley, 2007, p. 157.
78

259

said to someone else ‘Let’s chuck these ashes round while there is nothing
doing.’ And so it was done.”81

Despite the official insensitivity to the general public, a group of over two
hundred men and women gathered at the Cenotaph in Sydney’s Martin
Place to listen to the live broadcast of the unveiling ceremony, hastily
arranged by Mary Booth, President of the Fellowship of Anzac Women.82
Newspapers do not reveal to us who these people were, or why they felt
compelled to travel to the city on a cold July night, at very short notice, to
gather together to listen to a transmission of a distant ceremony. But
clearly, this was a group for whom Villers Bretonneux meant a great deal.
At least some of those men and women must have gathered to remember a
dead son, or a missing brother or husband, perhaps. Their presence at
Martin Place that night pays testimony to the strength of feeling amongst
Australians towards Villers Bretonneux twenty years after the AIF had
fought there, and suggests that Inglis’ reading of the importance of the
large, civic memorials to the general public might need to be re-thought these memorials clearly held importance for Australians.

It was not just Australians who had feelings towards the Villers Bretonneux
Memorial which were at odds with the official memory. The people of
Villers Bretonneux, who – we have seen – formed friendships with the men
of the AIF during 1918, were also interested in the Australian Memorial.
When the people of the town presented the Australian soldiers with the
80
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memorial tablet in 1919, expressing their gratitude towards the AIF, the
Deputy Mayor asked that it be incorporated into the Australian National
Memorial.83 Over the ensuing years the townspeople of Villers Bretonneux
remained interested in, and aware of, what was happening with the
Australian Memorial. When the first stone of the Memorial was laid in
1929 the Mayor of Villers Bretonneux sent a letter of congratulations to
Canberra.84 And when the scaffolding was taken away from the
Memorial’s tower in June 1938 the Melbourne Herald reported that one
hundred and fifty “pilgrims”, as the newspaper referred to them, headed up
the hill from the town so that they could witness the event. The sincerity
and reverence of the French was noted by the reporter: the French men
“uncovered their heads, and several women dropped to their knees
silently.”85 This was a reassuring image for bereaved Australians: twenty
years after the war they could still rely on the people of Villers Bretonneux
to care for the dead Australians in their midst.

Despite the continuing interest the people of Villers Bretonneux took in the
Australian National Memorial, the fate of the memorial tablet they had
given the Australians in 1919 demonstrates the way the rhetoric of AngloFrench amity used by the King and Page at the unveiling ceremony was
overshadowed by the use of the Memorial as a symbol primarily of Empire.
The tablet from the French was never included in the designs for the
Memorial compiled by either Lucas or Lutyens. In addition, the friendship
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between the people of Villers Bretonneux and the Australians was
deliberately ignored in the speeches delivered at the unveiling. The draft of
the speech Bean wrote for Page mentioned the way “the landscape that you
see was … [in 1918] peopled by the tall, spare, loose limbed [Australian]
men, with their looped felt hats and easily fitting tunics. They passed
hourly along these roads”, he wrote, living “in these houses” and forming
“friendships with the country people and townsfolk”. He also mentioned
that the life the men lived at Villers Bretonneux “was not all so terrible”,
recounting the way the Diggers – “hand in glove” with numbers of poilu –
“explored for treasure trove in the old wine cellars of VillersBretonneux.”86 All of this was deleted from the speech Page eventually
delivered, just as it was overshadowed in Bean’s accounts of Villers
Bretonneux in the Official History.87 Further, Bean had gathered
information from Melbourne’s Town Clerk and the Victorian Department
of Education on the post-war adoption scheme,88 but this aspect of the
friendship between Australians and the people of Villers Bretonneux was
not included in any of the articles or speeches Bean crafted for the
unveiling.

While the memorial tablet was not included in the design of the Australian
Memorial, nor the friendship between the people of Villers Bretonneux and
Australians included in the speeches at the unveiling, the people of Villers
Bretonneux nevertheless took it upon themselves to arrange for a group of
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children to gather together and sing to the Australians as they entered the
gates of the cemetery. Afterwards the Mayor hosted a reception at the
Town Hall.89 But these displays of genuine friendship were not recounted
in any of the press reports of the occasion, nor in the official report on the
unveiling furnished by Australia House to the Federal government.90

Ultimately the Australian National Memorial at Villers Bretonneux was
used to serve the agendas of both the Federal government and the
Australian War Memorial, rather than to meet the needs of the Australian
people. The unveiling ceremony ensured that the Villers Bretonneux
Memorial was fashioned into a monument symbolising the unity of the
British Empire, the strength of the Anglo-French alliance, and to the
primacy of the fighting undertaken by the Australian soldiers in the public
war memory of the nation. By deliberately failing to acknowledge the
deeper emotional interests Australians held in relation to Villers
Bretonneux, and in ignoring the relationships Australians had with the
people of the town, the construction of the memory associated with Villers
Bretonneux reflects the wider trends in the way war service and sacrifice
was being remembered in Australia during the 1930s. This lack of
relevance relegated Villers Bretonneux to obscurity for most Australians
until the public memory of Second Villers Bretonneux began to be
resuscitated in time for Anzac Day 2008, the ninetieth anniversary of
Second Villers Bretonneux.
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Chapter Eight

The “dawn of a new era for Anzac”.

When the Lord Mayor of Melbourne convened the public meeting to
discuss the adoption of Villers Bretonneux in 1920 the French Vice
Consul, Rene Turck, declared that the French people would never forget
the Australian graves at Villers Bretonneux. Nor, it was felt, would
Australians ever forget Villers Bretonneux; Gellibrand, in the throes of
fundraising for the town the following year, remarked that “Villers
Bretonneux will remain a place of pilgrimage for all Australians.”1 But in
fact Australian awareness of a place called Villers Bretonneux has waxed
and waned in the years following the inauguration of the National
Memorial at Villers Bretonneux.

The people of Villers Bretonneux have taken the task of honouring the men
of the AIF seriously. As we have seen in the previous chapters, children
from the town have visited and tended the nearby Australian graves since
the Australian soldiers departed from France in 1919; the townsfolk paid
for a memorial tablet they hoped would be incorporated into the Australian
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National Memorial, and when that did not transpire, they placed another
tablet at the base of the town’s monument aux morts. The people of Villers
Bretonneux also turned out en masse for both the laying of the foundation
stone of the school in 1923, and then for the unveiling of the Australian
National Memorial in 1938.

After WWII the older residents of the town worked to ensure that Australia
would continue to be remembered by the next generation; and this was
driven largely by private individuals rather than any sort of official push at
the government level.2 During the 1950s a number of Villers Bretonneux
residents formed a “Welcome Australia Committee”, penning a bi-lingual
booklet to welcome Australian pilgrims to the town. The Committee was
staffed by a group of enthusiastic volunteers, motivated by a sense of
gratitude for the Australian soldiers of 1918.3 And although those who
were involved in the remembrance push of the 1950s are no longer alive,
each year the townspeople continue to host Anzac Day ceremonies, and
open their doors to accommodate Australian school children who visit the
area.4 The local children play their part all year ‘round in ensuring that
Australia is “never forgotten”. Students from the local high school
complete projects on Australia, such as booklets on the Australian

1

Argus, 8 October 1920, p. 6; 20 July 1921, p. 8.
According to Annie Brassart, President of the Villers Bretonneux France-Australia
Association. Daily Telegraph, 19 April 2008. http://global.factiva.com, Accessed 1 May
2008; Councillor Bruce Jones, Swan Hill Rural City Council, “Anzac Day at Villiers
Brettonneaux”[sic], nd, [2008]. My thanks to Pam Pisasale for this.
3
Marcel Grene, “Villers Bretonneux”, October 1960. AWM MSS 0666.
4
Peter Hansen, Agent General for Victoria, to Brigadier JPA Deighton, Chief Executive
Officer, Victorian Branch, RSL, 9 February 2004. Villers Bretonneux File, Anzac House,
Melbourne. My thanks to Keith Rossi for making this available.
2

266

contribution to the war around their town.5 The walls of their classrooms
are adorned with Australian artworks, the Australian flag, pictures of
koalas, and even clocks that let the students know what time it is in
Australia.6 Meanwhile, the younger children who attend Victoria College
are almost always on hand to let Australian visitors know that the town has
not forgotten them: while they were called upon to sing “Australia Will Be
There”, and “God Save the King” for visiting Australians during the inter
war years, in more recent times their repertoire has included “Waltzing
Matilda” and “Advance Australia Fair”.7

Villers Bretonneux is different to other towns adopted under the auspices
of the British League of Help in the way the memory of the town’s
benefactor has been kept alive by the townspeople. In 1995 Jean-Pierre
Thierry, President of the France Australia Welcome Committee, staged an
exhibition in Peronne on the assistance afforded to the devastated towns of
Picardy throughout the post war years.8 The exhibition detailed the amount
and nature of the help received; but Thierry was also interested in whether
or not adopted towns still had cordial relations with the donor. Villers
Bretonneux was one of only four towns adopted under the British League
5
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of Help scheme that was classified as still having any sort of ongoing
relationship with their benefactor town.9

Although the people of Villers Bretonneux have worked hard to remember
Australia, the town was pushed out of the official Australian memory of
the Great War in the years after the National Memorial was unveiled there
in 1938. Throughout the following decade public remembrance in
Australia made little mention of the AIF’s successes in France in 1918, or
of the bonds which had been formed between Australians and Villers
Bretonneux in the years after the war. On Anzac Day 1948 The Sydney
Morning Herald mentioned various Anzac ceremonies held overseas - at
London, Berlin, Singapore, Hong Kong, and Auckland - and editorialised
on the Anzac Spirit, forged, of course, at Gallipoli. But there was no
mention of Villers Bretonneux: either the battle the AIF fought there on
24/25 April 1918, or the way the local people remembered Anzac Day
each year.10 Similarly, there was no mention of the achievements of the
AIF at Villers Bretonneux, or of the commemoration which took place in
France in the Sydney Morning Herald’s coverage of Anzac Day in 1958 or
1968.11 In 1978, on the sixtieth anniversary of the counter attack staged by
the AIF at Villers Bretonneux, the Sydney Morning Herald’s coverage of
Anzac Day was focussed squarely on the veterans – on their march through
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Sydney, and their experiences of the Landing.12 Gallipoli’s pre-eminent
place within the Anzac legend was well and truly entrenched.

With little public affirmation, the passage of time, and the gradual
dimming, and then loss, of first hand memory, knowledge of Villers
Bretonneux in Australia was all but buried by the late 1970s. By this time
Anzac Day itself, and remembrance of Australia’s war experiences more
generally, fell out of fashion.13 When PA Pedersen visited the Western
Front during the 1970s he noted, with a tinge of sadness, that the French
remember the soldiers of the AIF, while Australians had mostly forgotten
them.14 Similarly, when Patsy Adam-Smith visited Villers Bretonneux
around the same time, she recounted how the children at Victoria College
“stand readily as an Australian enters and unselfconsciously sing ‘Waltzing
Matilda’.” She commented that:
You walk down Melbourne Street, and Anzac [sic], just for the hell
of it, but suddenly are assailed by the realisation that these children,
and their parents, have remembered us, but we have long ago
forgotten them and their town.15

Only a few years later, in 1978, Alan Wood, Member for the state
(Victorian) parliamentary seat of Swan Hill, also travelled to Villers
Bretonneux with his wife and sons, and was struck by the same realisation.
12
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One of Wood’s boys was wearing a t shirt with a kangaroo emblazoned
across the front, and when one of the local shopkeepers noticed this, the
Wood family were honoured as special guests of the town. Wood was so
moved by the reception he and his family received there that he resolved to
do all he could to resurrect Australian knowledge of Villers Bretonneux.16

Alan and his wife Joyce agreed that one way awareness of Villers
Bretonneux in Australia could be heightened was through fostering a
“Twinning” relationship between Villers Bretonneux and Robinvale, a
town in Alan’s electorate.17 Robinvale was an obvious choice: Robin
Cuttle, a member of the family that had originally owned the land the
township was built on, had died at Caix, near Villers Bretonneux, while
serving with the Royal Flying Corps in May 1918. Robin was posted as
missing, and when the war was over his mother travelled to Villers
Bretonneux and the surrounding area in an attempt to find out where her
son had died. His body was never found, and there was no grave for Mrs
Cuttle to visit in order to farewell her son. Instead, when the Cuttle family
auctioned part of their land in the 1920s, Mrs Cuttle publicly laid her son
to rest as she threaded flowers onto a large piece of hessian to form the
word Robinvale. As the sign was strung up at the railway station the town
was named, and the son simultaneously farewelled.18
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Although Alan and Joyce Wood envisaged a relationship between the two
towns which would be formalised through an official “Twinning”, they
also felt it was necessary for the people of each town to have the
opportunity to meet – in person, and on paper. Children, they believed,
were the key to ensuring the success of any ongoing relationship. Joyce
established a pen pals club at the Robinvale school, while Alan garnered
support from several community groups within Robinvale, along with the
RSL, and the State government of Victoria. The Twinning idea was also
enthusiastically received by the people of Villers Bretonneux, conveyed to
them via the Welcome Committee.19

Robinvale and Villers Bretonneux were officially Twinned six years after
Alan and Joyce Wood had made their trip to the town. A small group of
officials, and two high school students, travelled from Robinvale to Villers
Bretonneux for the Twinning ceremony held there in May 1984. The
Australians were treated with visits to the National Memorial and
surrounding battle sites, a Franco-Australian soccer match, and musical
events. Michael Hartshorn, one of the students who travelled with the
group, came home with stories of how welcome he had been made to feel,
and of the “wonderful friends” he had made whilst there.20

19

M. Phillips, former principal of Robinvale High School, speech given at the official
Twinning luncheon, Robinvale, 6th September, 1985. Folio 41, File 211B, Vol 3, 1985,
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The following year a delegation from France travelled to Robinvale for the
reciprocal ceremonies. Concerts, a church service, and a bush dance were
all held, along with a formal luncheon, a debutante ball, and a special
meeting of Council to formally mark the Twinning. At this meeting, held
in the park in the centre of Robinvale amidst much formality and rhetoric,
the Mayor of Villers Bretonneux and the “Mayor” of Robinvale (a Swan
Hill Shire Councillor from Robinvale) both signed a formal Twinning
proclamation. This document was to be placed “on permanent display” as a
mark of the significance of the “solemn” nature of the Twinning.21

Figure 8.1: The “Villers Bretonneux
Walk” erected in Robinvale in 1985 to
mark the Twinning of the two towns.

21

The Twinning proclamation is reproduced in the Robinvale Sentinel, 5 May 1984, p. 6.
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But in August 2004 the proclamation was lying unframed and crumpled,
amongst boxes and piles of paraphernalia in the offices of the Swan Hill
Rural City Council, indicative of the lack of local interest in the
Twinning.22 The proposal to twin Robinvale with Villers Bretonneux had
divided the local community from the outset. Many residents were
concerned over the costs of the project, but the local newspaper, The
Robinvale Sentinel, went into bat for the Twinning. The editor assured
readers that Council had set aside enough money for the Twinning, and
derided those who complained about the expense of the scheme as being
short sighted. Some were persuaded by the newspaper’s call for residents
to “get behind the organisers” and to give “the French visitors a big
‘Aussie welcome’.”23 Council hosted a barbeque so that the locals could
mingle with the visitors from Villers Bretonneux, and this was the most
successful item on the Twinning itinerary in terms of numbers who
attended. No doubt the prospect of enjoying a glass or two (at Council’s
expense) of the special “jumelage”, or Twinning, sparkling wine (not
champagne) bottled for the event played a part in the attendance figures.24
The support of the locals, however, appears to have been fickle: when
people felt the officials had spoken for long enough at the formal
ceremony, they simply got up and went home.25

22

Author’s observation, August 2004.
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The issue of the cost of the Twinning continued to niggle. Two days after
the official Twinning ceremony in Robinvale, the press reported that there
was “growing concern at the Twinning costs”.26 The newly elected Shire
President admitted to not having kept a close eye on the spending
associated with the Twinning events, and Council requested an income and
expenditure

statement

from

the

Robinvale

Villers

Bretonneux

Committee.27 It seems no one was keeping a “close eye” on the spending –
the project was approximately $52,000 over budget.28 It is hard to imagine
that a budget blow out of such proportions would ever have been easily
accepted by a small rural community in the midst of an economic
downturn. But what irritated more was how the money was spent, and the
way many local residents were excluded. Much of the money was spent on
trips to France; while the balls, luncheons and ceremonies in Robinvale
often overlooked the majority of local residents – and they were miffed.

The Robinvale and District Highland Pipe Band, for example, complained
that they should have played a part in the celebrations, “as we imagined
that the idea would have been for the French visitors to see as much as
possible of what Robinvale has to offer.”29 The local teachers were also
contrary in their attitudes towards the Twinning. While Council believed
that the “prime objects” of the Robinvale Villers Bretonneux Committee,
and of the Twinning, was to “promote and co-ordinate an effective
26

Mildura Independent, 8 September 1985. Held in SHRCCA, File 211B, General:
Robinvale/Villers Bretonneux, Volume 4, 1985, Folio 68.
27
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Robinvale/Villers Bretonneux, Volume 4, 1985, Folio 68.
28
Balance sheet, SHRCCA, File 211B Volume 4, 1985, Folio 45.
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exchange of students and teachers”, the schools’ representatives
consistently failed to attend the meetings of the Robinvale Villers
Bretonneux Committee, and refused to have anything to do with the formal
ceremony, complaining that the Twinning had “left a lot to be desired.”30
Instead of participating in the festivities planned by Council, one of the
schools put on their own “fantastic” day’s entertainment for the visitors
from Villers Bretonneux.31

Relations between the local schools and Council over Villers Bretonneux
continued to be fraught. In 1987 a planned bicentennial student exchange
trip had to be cancelled because, according to one school, “no students
would wish to be involved.”32 The wording suggests that the students had
not even been asked. In 1989 the Robinvale Villers Bretonneux Committee
decided to organise an essay competition in order to raise awareness of
Robinvale’s “twin”. Council was forced to apologise to one of the high
schools, explaining that “in no way” did they “intend to offend or cut
across any of the operations of the school.”33 Two years later the
Committee wanted to take a group of students to Villers Bretonneux. When
that idea met with little enthusiasm outside the environs of the Committee,
the members invited the principals of the local schools to a meeting to try
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and get the local children involved in fundraising for a gift for the school
children in Villers Bretonneux instead - but again to no avail.34 In 1992 the
Committee tried to organise a trip for twenty-five Robinvale children to
visit Villers Bretonneux – and again the reception from the schools was
cool: the one student who wanted to take part in the trip was thanked for
her enquiry, but “advised of the general lack of interest in the trip.”35

The schools were not alone in not wanting to assist or promote Council’s
relationship with Villers Bretonneux. In 1989 Council attempted to acquire
“Villers Bretonneux memorabilia” in order to create a Villers Bretonneux
display in its Robinvale branch office, in the belief that more of the general
public would be in a position to view the display, and therefore be
reminded of the link between the towns.36 Any relevant material was likely
to be held at Robinswood Homestead, the house built by the parents of
Robin Cuttle in the 1920s, which had been converted into a local heritage
centre in 1980.37 But the management committee of Robinswood
Homestead were not interested in surrendering their collections to the
Council, and the idea went no further.38 Similarly, a scheme to enthuse the
town about its links with France by celebrating Bastille Day also failed to
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Robinvale Villers Bretonneux Association, minutes of meetings held 5 March 1992, 4
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come to fruition in 1994, due to “a lack of enthusiasm amongst the
community.”39

A decade later, the members of The Robinvale Villers Bretonneux
Association - no longer a Committee operating under the auspices of the
Swan Hill Rural City Council - decided to simply hold their own Bastille
dinner each year. By then the Association had the whiff of something of an
exclusive club. When a group of Robinvale residents travelled to Villers
Bretonneux in 2000 (the first such trip since the Twinning) all seventeen
visitors were members of the Association. They paid their own way, and
for most of the travellers the few days at Villers Bretonneux were part of a
bigger European tour.40 A dozen members of Robinvale’s Villers
Bretonneux Association travelled to France again in 2004. Although the
trip was made to mark the twentieth anniversary of the Twinning
ceremonies that had been held in Villers Bretonneux, and despite the fact
that one of the aims of the Twinning was to foster a relationship between
the children of the two towns, all the visitors from Robinvale were aged
over 50, and they were all wealthy enough to pay for their own travel to
Europe.41 This was not quite the relationship Alan and Joyce Wood had
foreseen when they returned from Villers Bretonneux in 1978.

Despite the best efforts of many people in Robinvale and the Swan Hill
Council, Villers Bretonneux had failed to capture the imagination of the
39
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local residents. Although this was partly a result of the cost and exclusivity
of the Twinning formalities, unhappiness over these two factors could
perhaps have been overcome if those promoting the Twinning had spent
more time explaining the significance of Villers Bretonneux for
Robinvale’s, or even Australia’s, history. Having been dwarfed by the
memory of Gallipoli for decades, Villers Bretonneux needed to have
meaning invested into it anew. But this did not happen in Robinvale.
Instead, the speeches made by Councillor Bill McGinty - “Mayor” of
Robinvale for the Twinning - focussed on the military prowess of the AIF
in 1918, and the history and “progress” of Robinvale, rather than
recounting, for example, the story of Mrs Cuttle’s grief, or digging around
amongst the locals for information on their fathers, uncles or grandfathers
who may have fought and/or died at Villers Bretonneux during the war.42
Villers Bretonneux could have been made relevant to the people of
Robinvale in this way.

The Robinvale Sentinel was equally remiss when it came to providing
readers with a sense of history that was relevant to the local community.
When the Sentinel broke the news that Robinvale was to be Twinned with
Villers Bretonneux, the newspaper ran with the headline that “French say:
We want Robinvale”. The ensuing article then detailed (with a degree of
smug satisfaction) the fact that Robinvale had been selected by the French
ahead of Horsham and Ballarat.43 The newspaper made further appeals to

41
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local pride by declaring that the “Spotlight of the world [was to] shine on
Robinvale”, and that invitations for the Twinning had been sent “to many
dignitaries, including the Prime Minister, [and] The Governor of Victoria”
(neither of whom accepted the invitation).44 The day before the Twinning
ceremony the Sentinel declared that “History [was] to be made”, enthusing
that “This historic event in Robinvale’s history will be captured by news
reporters and cameramen”.45 But there was no mention of the Australian
National Memorial in Villers Bretonneux, or the way the locals had cared
for the graves of Australians around their town. Nor was there any mention
of Victoria College or the plaques in the classrooms. There were not even
any photos of Villers Bretonneux to help the locals imagine the place. With
little or no experience, or first hand memory, of Villers Bretonneux, few
residents of Robinvale had any sense of the town.

Running alongside this failure of Villers Bretonneux to capture the
public’s imagination at the local level, was an awakening interest in
Gallipoli and Anzac Day at the national level. Jenny Macleod has noted
that visitors to Gallipoli went from numbering around half a dozen a year
in the 1960s, to more than 15,000 for Anzac Day alone by the end of the
century, and that there has been a corresponding growth in attendance
figures at Anzac services within Australia in that time.46 This rediscovery
of history is not specific to Australia. Jay Winter has noted a general
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“memory boom” in historical studies,47 however it is the regeneration
which has been taking place in Australia over the last three decades which
is of importance here.

Accounting for the resurgence of interest in Australia’s commemoration of
war has generally been summed up through explanations outlining the
intersection of a “generational shift” with historical circumstances. Prior to
the 1970s Anzac had been “ever present”, but remained unexplained to
those born in the 1940s and beyond.48 John McQuilton and Alistair
Thomson place the generational explanation within a wider setting by
pointing out that there was a broadening of what was thought to constitute
“military history” at the time of the Vietnam War.49 The impact of that war
on the homefront saw military history move beyond the battlefields, with
the consequent historical enquiries appealing to a wider readership than
those which had focussed on tactics, technology and the like. Since the
1970s, Macleod says, meaning has been poured into Anzac via the “Anzac
education industry”, i.e. works of historians such as Inglis and Gammage,
the Australian War Memorial, school curricula, and media, such as film.50
At the same time there has been a boom in family history, with families
across the nation discovering their very own Anzac to personalise the war
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for them. More recently, Anzac Day has adapted, with most marches now
featuring women and children.51

This growth in the popularity of Anzac during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s
- by explaining and awarding meaning to the commemoration of
Australia’s war history - was by no means a peaceful journey. Anzac was
criticised by feminists, conservatives, and left-nationalists. For the first
group criticism centred around the overtly masculine celebration of Anzac
Day, while for the other groups criticism was related more to the direction
taken by the regenerated Anzac legend.52 But the Anzac legend can also be
criticised for the way it has placed the landing and Gallipoli at the core of
the nation’s memory of war, effectively stifling remembrance of other
battles and conflicts Australians have been involved in. As a result,
notwithstanding the national regeneration of interest in Anzac, the inability
of Villers Bretonneux to capture the imagination of those in Robinvale
serves as a microcosm of attitudes towards Villers Bretonneux at the
national level.

As the Anzac education industry has been explaining and raising
awareness of Gallipoli over the last three decades, Villers Bretonneux has
struggled to have meaning attached to it in the public domain. The
Victorian branch of the RSL established a Villers Bretonneux committee
51
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during the late 1970s to try and heighten public awareness of the town.
Twenty years after the Committee had been formed Bruce Ruxton,
Victorian State President, lamented that the Committee had failed to
achieve its aims.53 He argued that they were hamstrung by a lack of funds,
but the difficulty of competing with Gallipoli for the attention of school
children can not be underestimated. While children the nation over were
being informed about Gallipoli each Anzac Day, the RSL’s Villers
Bretonneux essay competition had to be cancelled because only one essay
had been submitted.54

That said, the novelty of the Robinvale Villers Bretonneux Twinning did
result in a small amount of metropolitan media interest in 1984-85: the
Melbourne Sun carried an article on the disquiet over the Twinning in
Robinvale in 1984, and gave a brief history of the actions of the AIF at
Second Villers Bretonneux.55 The Sunday Observer reported on the
Twinning events being held in far away Villers Bretonneux and on the
reminders of Australia around the town, including the National Memorial.
Given the fact that Villers Bretonneux had no prominent place in
Australia’s official memory of war at that stage, it is ironic that the article
concluded with the statement Sir Earle Page had made at the unveiling of
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that Memorial in 1938, that “Australia will forever revere this hallowed
spot.”56

The following year the reciprocal events hosted by Robinvale generated
some interest in Villers Bretonneux amongst the general public. Brian
McKinlay, then head of the History Unit of the Victorian Department of
Education, wrote a feature on the adoption of Villers Bretonneux by
Victoria in 1920, and the rebuilding of the school – especially the role the
Department of Education and the school children played in that process.57
The Sun reported on Victoria College, and Anzac Day at Villers
Bretonneux, and provided some historical context to the bond between
Robinvale and France.58 SBS television ran a feature, and the Twinning
was newsworthy even for the less edifying media, such as the Australasian
Post.59 The novelty of the relationship between Villers Bretonneux and
Robinvale has occasionally been mentioned in the media in the years since
the Twinning. On Remembrance Day in 2004, Channel 9’s Today Show
ran a short piece on the way the two towns remember each other, for
instance.60 Essentially however, Alan and Joyce Wood’s vision of a
Twinning promoting the memory of Villers Bretonneux in Australia has
never been realised.
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The ups and downs of international politics and diplomacy, and the
commemoration of war, have both done more than the Twinning in terms
of raising Australian awareness of Villers Bretonneux. In 1993 Prime
Minister Keating made a “brief stop” in Villers Bretonneux en route from
Ireland to Monte Carlo. The visit may never have been mentioned at all in
the major newspapers, but when Keating used the opportunity to blast the
French government for being “damn selfish” in its attitude towards
Australia over agricultural trade, Villers Bretonneux featured in Australian
newspapers for four consecutive days.61 Two years later, when French
President Jacques Chirac decided to resume nuclear testing in the Pacific,
the Age reported that the spat between the two countries would not prevent
the people of Villers Bretonneux from “welcoming Australians to our
village”.62

Villers Bretonneux was also used by Australians to attack the French
government’s plan to construct a third international airport on the Somme
in 2002. The Daily Telegraph reported that the airport, if it went ahead,
would cover “10,000 hectares of war graves” - including the graves of 61
Australians. Although none of those graves were located at Villers
Bretonneux, the article suggested that perhaps President Jacques Chirac
should pay a visit to Victoria College so that he could be reminded of the
messages to “never forget Australia”.63 Two years later the threat of global
terrorism saw Villers Bretonneux being promoted as a safer destination
than Turkey for Australians who wanted to commemorate Anzac Day
61
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overseas.64 And in 2006, when the French threatened to add an import tax
on Australian goods in response to the Howard government’s refusal to
sign the Kyoto protocol, memory of the Australian dead at Villers
Bretonneux was again resurrected. A Perth newspaper was incensed at the
(French) government’s decision, declaring that “None of the 10,982
Australians for whom Villiers[sic]-Bretonneux is home can express
outrage. After retaking the town from the Germans in World War I, … they
remain buried in unmarked graves.”65

But most of the publicity surrounding Villers Bretonneux in Australia has
been a direct result of the commemoration of war. The increased popularity
of Anzac Day has created a demand for newspaper articles and, for
journalists striving for a different “angle” on the “Day”, Villers
Bretonneux beckons. The Melbourne Age has taken the lead in this respect,
a reflection perhaps of the historical ties between Villers Bretonneux and
Victoria in particular. In 1992 the Age ran an article entitled
“Remembering another Gallipoli”. The piece opened with references to
Victoria College, and the signs there to “Never Forget Australia”.66 The
newspaper also mentioned Villers Bretonneux, as well as Gallipoli, on the
following Anzac Day, the 75th anniversary of Second Villers Bretonneux.
Curiously, the report recounted the actions of the AIF there on Germany’s
Black Day in August, not Anzac Day. Another, longer, article focussed on
the town of Villers Bretonneux today, and the way the French continue to
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remember the Australians there.67 Three years later Villers Bretonneux was
again the subject of an Anzac Day story in the Age, and this time there was
an accompanying photo. Eight students of Victoria College posed, arms
wrapped around each other, in the playground in front of the reminder “Do
Not Forget Australia”. The article detailed the way the children call
“G’day Aussie” to visiting Australians, and gave the historical background
to the relationship between the town and Australia.68 In 2000 The Sydney
Morning Herald carried an article on Villers Bretonneux headed “More to
Anzac Day than the Botched Invasion of Turkey”.69

Anzac Day has also seen the Australian soldiers remembered by
Australians in Villers Bretonneux each year. And just as Jenny Macleod
has commented on the growing number of pilgrims making their way to
Turkey for the dawn service, the numbers of Australians travelling to
Villers Bretonneux have also gradually increased. In 1988, the Anzac
ceremony at the Australian National Memorial drew a crowd of around one
hundred and fifty visiting Australians. Fifteen years later, despite pouring
rain, freezing winds, and delays to the service of over an hour, hundreds of
Australians waited for the ceremony to begin, huddled under umbrellas,
and squeezed into the shelter provided by the two pavilions at the
Memorial.70 In 2004 Anzac Day at Villers Bretonneux drew “a huge
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crowd”, with numbers up “on previous years”, as a result of the possible
threat of “terrorist” acts at Gallipoli.71

Please see print copy for pictures from Figure 8.2

Figure 8.2:
Image of the
Anzac Day
ceremonies at
both the
Memorial and the
school at
Vill

The Anzac Day ceremony at the Australian National Memorial at Villers
Bretonneux follows the same general format as those held in Australia
each April 25: wreaths are laid by officials and the public, the Ode is read,
followed by speeches and a prayer. The Last Post is then played, followed
by two minutes’ silence and the Reveille, then the National Anthem (of
both Australia and France) is sung.72 The speeches delivered at Villers
Bretonneux generally refer to the Anzacs at Gallipoli, just as those
delivered all over Australia do, but Australian officials are also mindful of
the French soil they stand on at Villers Bretonneux. When Governor
General Peter Hollingworth visited Villers Bretonneux for Anzac Day
71
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2002, he spoke of the importance of the place in Australia’s history by
recalling that, when he grew up in East Malvern in Melbourne, there were
two squares running off the street he lived on – on the left was Villers, on
the right was Bretonneux. He also adapted Anzac Day to Villers
Bretonneux when he spoke of the similarities between the Digger and the
poilu, claiming both were distinguished by “a quality of spirit that set them
apart from other soldiers”.73

In 2003 Danna Vale, then Minister for Veterans’ Affairs, addressed the
crowd that had gathered in the rain at the National Memorial for Anzac
Day. Like Hollingworth had the previous year, she too made mention of
the importance of the place of Villers Bretonneux, a “place in France that
can lay claim to the deepest bonds of friendship with Australia.”74 She
explained that friendship with reference to the way the people of Villers
Bretonneux “even after 85 years” display their gratitude for the job the
Australians did at Second Villers Bretonneux. However in referring to the
French as mute by-standers, and Australian men simply as effective
fighters, it is difficult for Australians to take anything more than national
pride from speeches such as these.

Program of Commemoration, Saturday 26 April 2003. The New Zealand national anthem
is not sung.
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Official Anzac Day services held outside France have been slower to
acknowledge Villers Bretonneux. John Howard deliberately tried to
incorporate the town into the supposed Anzac tradition in 2001. In the
Anzac Day speech he made in Canberra he stated:
The story of Anzac is a remarkable one …. Australian courage has
ensured that foreign names like Beersheba and Villers Bretonneux,
Tobruk and Changi, Kapiong and Long Tan have become for this
nation, treasured mementos of a past rich and steeped in great
bravery.75

He again repeated his reference to Villers Bretonneux when he addressed
the crowd at the Dawn Service at Gallipoli in 2005:
We remember today a century of Australian sacrifice, the more than
100,000 Australians who have died in war and for peace in our
name. From Villers Bretonneux to Tobruk, Kokoda to Long Tan and
Afghanistan.76

But by simply uttering the name of Villers Bretonneux the town, and its
relationship with Australia, remained unknown to those who listened to, or
read of, Howard’s speeches. Thirty years after Alan and Joyce Wood
visited Villers Bretonneux the official memory of the town still lacked
depth.

In contrast to this lack of depth within the public war memory in Australia,
it is private memories of Villers Bretonneux which have worked to
75
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rehabilitate the town in Australia. This process has gradually been taking
place as more and more Australians have journeyed to the cemeteries and
memorials of the Western Front over recent years.

In the inter war years, time and money precluded most bereaved
Australians from making the journey to those overseas “sacred” places, the
graves and the battlefields.77 But Bruce Scates has detailed the ways
families are now able, with the increasing accessibility of international
travel, to make those journeys on behalf of the (now dead) bereaved.78
George Mosse has argued journeys to the sites of former battles “trivialise”
the war experience79, and on the face of it, the travel of many Australians
to Villers Bretonneux could be used as evidence to support this point. The
Travel sections of newspapers advertise “great deals” to Villers
Bretonneux, and suggest pleasant trips to the “famous floating gardens” of
Amiens, or the “colourful Saint-Leu district” once the memorials and
cemeteries have been visited.80 And when Channel Nine’s Getaway
television show ran a feature on Villers Bretonneux, the town was “sold”
to the public due to its proximity to the “romance” of Paris, and the
“shopping” to be enjoyed there.81
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While Australians who wish to tour the area independently are catered for
through a number of guides and booklets on Australian memorials in the
area published by both the Department of Veterans’ Affairs and the
Somme Tourism Board, many Australians visit Villers Bretonneux as part
of a package tour.82 These tours range from specific “Battlefield Tours”,
such as the prestigious Australian War Memorial tour, to general tours of
Europe. One tour company, for example, advertised an eight day coach
tour, the highlights of which were promoted as Amsterdam, Paris, Rheims
– and Villers Bretonneux.83 Similarly, Australian Sports Tours advertised
that the tour highlights of their trip to France for the 2007 Rugby World
Cup included – as well as the football matches – tours throughout France
to places such as Dijon, Avignon, the Moet and Chandon House, and “the
Australian memorials at Villers-Bretonneux”.84

Bruce Scates cautions against dismissing these sorts of pilgrimages as
trivial. He argues that pilgrimage and tourism have always sat side by side,
and points out that Australians who travel to the Western Front have a
clear agenda; one which is hardly trivial in their eyes. He says the pilgrims
who make the journey to the Great War cemeteries in France go to find a
grave, to lay a body to rest. Scates argues that the gravity of this quest is in
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no way diminished, in the eyes of the pilgrim, if their pilgrimage sits
within a larger, more frivolous, travel experience. 85

Australian pilgrims lay bodies to rest when they visit graves, when they
run their fingers over memorials, and when they leave “offerings” (photos,
a sprig of wattle, for example) for the dead.86 But simply seeing a name
carved in stone can be enough. Richard Barry, for example, visited Villers
Bretonneux to find his Uncle Dan’s grave, and discovered, once he got to
the cemetery and saw the 11,000 names of the missing, the significance of
the word “panel” on the Australian War Memorial’s Roll of Honour
database.87 His Uncle Dan had no grave. Roy Masters also visited the
National Memorial at Villers Bretonneux, because nobody in the family
“had ever made the pilgrimage” to find his relative’s name there.88
Similarly, John and Ann Mills travelled to Villers Bretonneux in 1995
because John’s father’s name is one of the 11,000 listed as missing on the
memorial.89 And at the Anzac Day service in 2003, a young woman placed
a modest posy of flowers at the foot of the National Memorial, along with
a card which read:
Dear Uncle Rueben, unfortunately I never knew you, but you have
not been forgotten. May you rest in peace wherever you may be. All
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our love Maree (your great niece and all the family that could not be
here).90

Figuratively laying a body to rest can be even more abstract than visiting a
memorial or grave dedicated to a soldier who died in war. Australians
often travel to the Western Front to retrace the footsteps of fathers,
grandfathers, and great uncles who survived the war and returned to
Australia. Pilgrimage in this form helps to forge a connection with the past,
as Scates notes,91 helping children, and grandchildren to understand a
father or a grandfather who never spoke about the war, to feel closer to
them somehow. John Howard is perhaps the most well known Australian
to have made this sort of pilgrimage to Villers Bretonneux; his journeys
there also demonstrate the disjuncture between the official memory of the
town, and its more personal meanings.

John Howard visited Villers Bretonneux in 1993 and 2000. On his first trip
he travelled with the “Return to the Western Front Tour” arranged by the
Keating government to mark the 75th anniversary of the end of the war.
Howard, a public figure travelling with a public tour, had paid his own
way, and was not invited to take part in the official ceremonies of the tour.
Instead, he spent his time “retracing” the footsteps of the old Australian
soldiers. Journalist Tony Wright, in France to cover the official tour, ran
into Howard as he “walked around a corner” in Villers Bretonneux. He
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spoke with Howard about why he was there – Howard explained that he
knew his father and grandfather had met on the Western Front somewhere,
but he was unsure of precisely where that meeting had taken place. Both
men had died when John Howard was still young, and Tony Wright felt
that, in Howard’s trip to the Western Front, there was a “strong sense” that
he was “trying to make an important connection with a past lost to him”.92

When John Howard returned to Villers Bretonneux in 2000, this time as
Prime Minister with a host of official duties to undertake, he attempted to
make that connection again. At a ceremony to present the local Mayor,
Hubert Leliuer, with the Order of Australia for his efforts in keeping alive
the memory of the AIF in the town, Howard used the language of official
memory, speaking of Villers Bretonneux as “a very sacred piece of French
soil” because of the “sacrifice” there of so many young Australians. He
also publicly acknowledged that the area had private significance for him,
stating that:
On this occasion I honour the service on the Western Front and here
at Villers Bretonneux and surrounding districts of my own Father
and Grandfather.93

Howard may have been Prime Minister, upholding the public memory of
the place via his speech, but he was also an Australian trying to make a
connection with his father and grandfather, searching the landscape -
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snippets of his father’s letters and diary in hand94 - for personal, private
meaning.

These journeys that search for Diggers, either literally on a headstone or a
memorial panel, or in a more figurative sense through walking on the
ground the men of the AIF also lived and fought on, have given meaning to
Villers Bretonneux for Australians where official, public memory has
failed. Interestingly, this private quest to “find” a Digger can have just as
much meaning to pilgrims who “find” a man who is not a blood relative.
We can see this most clearly through the trips that many Australian
children now make to Villers Bretonneux, and the Western Front, as part of
their schooling. In preparation for these trips, school children are often
required to research Diggers, before visiting their graves in France. A
group of students from Mount Barker High School, in South Australia,
were involved in such a pilgrimage in late 2001.95 When one of the
students on the trip, Ben Huxtable, visited the grave of one of “his”
soldiers at Villers Bretonneux he “became quite emotional”. Ben described
the soldier as being “significant” for him; he felt he “came to know him so
well through his letters and photographs”.96 Likewise, Ben’s fellow
student, Aleah Villis, was relieved that she “didn’t cry” when she found
the grave of one of “her” soldiers. But she admitted that she was
nevertheless “quite emotional”. Like Ben, Aleah felt she had come to
“know” her soldier through her research, but she also felt very keenly her
role as proxy mourner for the soldier’s family (who were known to her)
94
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back in Australia. She said she felt “very proud standing in front of his
grave reuniting him with his granddaughter, great-granddaughter and
great-great-grand daughter.”97 The notion of fictive kin takes on another
layer in contexts such as these.

Recognising the importance of such trips, in 2006 the Robinvale Villers
Bretonneux Association decided to establish a Trust Fund to enable
Robinvale students to make journeys to France.

98

A group of seventeen

high school students from Villers Bretonneux had visited Robinvale in
October of the previous year, and their visit was something of a watershed
in terms of the Robinvale community’s attitudes towards Villers
Bretonneux. The most striking feature of the visit, given the events of the
previous twenty years, was the way the Robinvale Villers Bretonneux
Association and the Robinvale Secondary College worked together to
welcome the students from Villers Bretonneux. The school allowed the
French children to be included in the normal timetabled classes, there was
a special concert for the visitors at the school assembly, and a “culturally
diverse” dinner was hosted by the school. The following week the school’s
newsletter had four pages of photographs of the various activities, and
groups of students had written reports of the day’s events.99

The Robinvale Villers Bretonneux Association made a point of
highlighting the efforts of the school community in their next newsletter,
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congratulating them, and thanking them for organising the billets for the
French children. The newsletter also included a number of photos of the
Villers Bretonneux students participating in the Robinvale school day.100
Also significant was the suggestion, made at the Association’s AGM, to
change the Association’s Bastille Dinner, both in name and date. A date in
November, closer to Remembrance Day, was floated, so that the dinner
would have a closer fit with the origins and aims of the organisation.101

Two years later over thirty people from Villers Bretonneux arrived in
Robinvale. As in 2005, many people and organisations made a concerted
effort to welcome the Twin town visitors in 2007. The Swan Hill Council
arranged a reception to formally welcome the Villers Bretonneux
contingent, and the Robinvale sub-branch of the RSL organised a small
ceremony at the town’s war memorial. The Robinvale school band played
a part in the event. Individuals were also involved in welcoming the
visitors. A number of people offered the Robinvale Villers Bretonneux
Association the use of their houseboats so that the people from Villers
Bretonneux could experience life on the Murray. The Association had also
received numerous offers from families who were willing to billet the
French for the duration of their stay in Robinvale.102

In the wake of these successful visits the Swan Hill Council now has
provision in its annual budget for a grant of $3000 for the Robinvale
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Villers Bretonneux Association.103 Backed with the support of the Council,
the RSL, and the school, future interest in Robinvale’s Twin, at the local
level, seems assured.

Part of the change in attitudes in Robinvale towards Villers Bretonneux
can surely be attributed to the gathering momentum in the broader,
national, regeneration of interest in Australia’s war history, but there is
more to the story than just that. There has been a “changing of the guard”
within the Robinvale Villers Bretonneux Association. The current
President of the organisation, Pam Pisasale, has clearly brought enthusiasm
and a shift of focus to the group, and she has been unswerving in her
attempts to involve the young people of Robinvale in the town’s
relationship with Villers Bretonneux. Clearly, this new guard has also been
able to rebuild whatever bridges with the schools had been broken by the
original committee.

Whilst the membership of the Robinvale Association has undergone a
change, the Robinvale Sentinel has continued to be a staunch supporter of
the town’s relationship with Villers Bretonneux. But it has begun to
recognise the need to explain the significance of Villers Bretonneux for the
locals. As such, the newspaper has explained the purpose of the Robinvale
Villers Bretonneux Association to readers. Robin Cuttle has been a feature
of the newspaper’s new “Did you know?” section, and readers were made
aware that Robinvale was named after him. His military service was also
outlined, including the fact that he died at Caix – explaining the
103
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significance of the name of the Square in the centre of the township for
those who were not already aware of it.104 The following week’s “Did you
know?” included a photo of Victoria College and the “Do Not Forget
Australia” sign in the school’s playground. The accompanying text
outlined the background of the school, and mentioned that the bell housed
in an archway at Caix Square had originally been housed at Victoria
College.105

This was an important development in the relationship between Robinvale
and Villers Bretonneux: the failure of the Twinning to initially inspire the
people of Robinvale shows us that, for people with no first hand memory
or personal connection to the nation’s overseas sacred sites, meaning needs
to be invested into the place. These “Did you know?” features were doing
precisely that, with the Robinvale community being given a sense of
Villers Bretonneux, and of its relevance to their own history.

Likewise, the official memory of Villers Bretonneux has undergone a
transformation as a result of Anzac Day 2008, the ninetieth anniversary of
Second Villers Bretonneux. The Howard government announced in early
2007 that the first Official Dawn Service on the Western Front would be
held at the Australian National Memorial at Villers Bretonneux the
following year. The annual Anzac Day poster issued by the Department of
Veterans’ Affairs for the year featured men from the 46th Battalion coming
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out of the front line at Villers Bretonneux, heralding the seriousness of the
government’s undertaking to focus public attention on the town.106

Please see print copy for Figure 8.3

Figure 8.3: The
Federal
government’s
official Anzac
Day 2008 poster

Advertisements for package tours to “Our Other Anzac Day” began
appearing in newspapers almost twelve months out from the Dawn
Service.107 By October 2007 all the accommodation in Villers Bretonneux
and the surrounding district was completely booked, with spokespeople
from the Somme Tourism Board admitting that the amount of interest in
the event had taken them “by surprise”.108 The town’s gymnasium was
opened to cater for some of those who had missed out on hotel
accommodation in the area, and – in a neat echo of the way Australians
were billeted with French families during the war years – many families in
Villers Bretonneux again opened their doors to weary Australians needing
a place to stay. Despite the generosity of the locals, demand still
outweighed supply, and a number of pilgrims were forced to catch
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whatever sleep they could in cars parked not a short walk from the
Memorial gates.109

Figure 8.4:
One of the
many
advertisemen
ts for
package
tours to
Villers
Bretonneux
for Anzac
Day 2008.

Please see print copy for Figure 8.4

In all, over seven thousand Australians made the trip to Villers Bretonneux
for the Dawn Service, a group from Robinvale, including two senior
students from Robinvale Secondary College, amongst them.110 The report
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on the trip written by the two students, Xana Holdsworth and Ashley
Valinoti, details the time they spent at Villers Bretonneux for over a week
in late April 2008. 111 One of the most prominent themes in their report
was the sense of fondness they expressed about the families they lived with
while they were in Villers Bretonneux. Neville Mitchell, another (older)
Robinvale resident also travelled to Villers Bretonneux for Anzac Day, and
his thoughts on living with a French family are also a prominent part of his
recollections of the trip.112

The words these Robinvale residents have written about their time in
Villers Bretonneux bear remarkable similarities to the experiences of so
many of the Australian soldiers who had lived in French homes during the
war. The two Australian students were anxious about staying with their
hosts for over a week, “but”, they said, “our families made us feel so
welcome that it felt like our own homes.”113 It is hard not to recall LM
Ford’s experience of sharing a meal of fried egg and chips (recounted in
chapter 2) with an elderly French couple in 1918, and his comment that it
did not matter that he had forgotten his schoolboy French, when reading
about Xana and Ashley’s experiences in 2008. They wrote that “Language
was never a barrier, even though our hosts knew little English and we
knew even less French.”114 Likewise for Neville Mitchell, whose host
family erupted in kind hearted laughter at his attempts to speak French.115
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And in these recollections penned by residents of Robinvale in 2008, there
are also echoes of Roy Kyle and Cyril Lawrence, and the sadness they felt
at leaving their French homes and families. Neville Mitchell commented
that “We were made to feel so welcome by our hosts and many of the other
residents of Villers. It’s amazing that in such a short space of time
friendships can be forged that will last forever.”

116

Ashley and Xana’s

host families accompanied them to the station, just as Henry Taylor’s
surrogate family had done when the war was over. “Saying good-bye was
very hard; everyone was a bit emotional”, they wrote. Just as the soldiers
had mixed emotions when they left France, so too did Ashley and Xana:
they were “happy to go home” and to be reunited with their own families,
but at the same time, they were sad “because we had to leave our new
families.”117

The bonds forged with the people of Villers Bretoneux was one highlight
of the trip; another was the Dawn Service. In the pre-dawn darkness on 25
April 2008, thousands of Australians gathered quietly on a hill outside
Villers Bretonneux, where ninety years earlier thousands of Australian
men had charged towards the town, letting out “a savage eager yell”118.
They “arrived in tour buses, in cars, on foot, some in wheelchairs or on
crutches. Children were in strollers; teenagers wore the medals of their
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forebears”, according to the Age.119 As they waited for the ceremony to
begin, “rugged up in warm clothes, slouch hats and carrying Australian
flags”, they were shown a fifteen minute presentation detailing the efforts
of the Australians on the Western Front, and the significance of Villers
Bretonneux for Australia.120 Shortly after 5am silence fell over the
cemetery, and “the ‘Villers cross’ was lit up, centre stage, in the arch
beneath the tower.”121

Please see print copy for Figure 8.5

Figure 8.5:
Aussies at
the Villers
Bretonneux
Dawn
Service,
complete
with flags

The format of the Villers Bretonneux Dawn Service conformed to the
usual template of the Anzac Day ceremonies held at the Australian
National Memorial each year, only with more “razzle dazzle”, and more
participants than usual. There was a catafalque party, and there were
speeches made by visiting dignitaries (the Director of the Office of
Australian War Graves, the Australian Ambassador to France, and the
Minister for Veterans’ Affairs). Hymns were sung, prayers were read,
readings recounted, and of course the Ode, Last Post, minute’s silence, and
Reveille. The Marseillaise and Advance Australia Fair were both sung with
119
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gusto (by an Australian) before the obligatory wreath laying.122 Afterwards
the locals supplied the freezing Australians with steaming mugs of hot
chocolate and croissants123, in a modern day equivalent of the pancakes
given to Roy Malcolm as he travelled from Marseilles to the Front in 1916.

The tone of the speeches and prayers also looked set to replicate the usual
Anzac Day formula, with the Director of the Office of Australian War
Graves and the Australian Ambassador to France both privileging the war
effort of those who served - their “service” and “sacrifice”- over the efforts
of those who stayed at home. Their speeches were customised slightly to
accommodate the setting of the ceremony – David Ritchie, the
Ambassador, echoed the statement made by King George VI at the
unveiling of the Memorial in 1938, when he commented that Australia had
passed from youth to manhood at Villers Bretonneux. Similarly, the Army
Chaplain spoke of the “supreme sacrifice” made by the men, and in
delivering the Prayer for Peace, Dr John Shepherd called to mind the
memory of “those who fought and died at this place”.124

But the speech given by Alan Griffin, the Minister for Veterans’ Affairs,
was a decisive break from “the usual”. Not once did he mention “the
supreme sacrifice” paid by the men who served. Not once did he suggest
that Australians today should feel indebted to those soldiers for fighting
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“for us”. Instead, Griffin spoke of the “horrific losses” that were felt across
“our small nation”; and of how “Australians back home” held
commemorative services. Certainly he spoke of the Anzacs, and “their
exploits on Gallipoli”, but again he broke with tradition when he declared
that the story of Second Villers Bretonneux “is not as well-known in
Australia as it should be.” In a public rebuke of the dominant Australian
memory of war, he admitted that “It must be said that our strong
connection with the Anzacs at Gallipoli has, over the years, overshadowed
our commemoration of the Australians who gave so much on the Western
Front.” And rather than placing the emphasis of Anzac Day squarely
within the realms of Australian nationalism, Griffin finished his speech
with a heartfelt thanks, delivered in French, to the people of Villers
Bretonneux. “Merci”, he said. “Merci d’entretenir leur mémoire. Merci de
veiller sur enfants de l’Australie tombés au champ d’honneur.”
(“Thankyou for keeping their memory alive. Thankyou for looking after
Australia’s fallen sons.”)125

Much of the media reaction to this speech, and to the Dawn Service more
generally, was to prophecy the “dawn of a new era for [the] Anzac
legend”, in that the “Forgotten Front” was finally receiving the attention it
deserved.126 There was a strong sense that this was “long overdue”. Such a
feeling had first been aired in September 2007 when the Sydney Morning
Herald carried a story on Villers Bretonneux under the headline “At last,
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service for Anzacs on Western Front”.127 Ten days before Anzac Day 2008
the Sydney Morning Herald picked up the thread again, and published a
similar article, asserting that “It is high time for the Western Front to
emerge from the shadow of Gallipoli, especially for long-suffering
descendants of the 250,000 who fought there and the unsung heroes who
won 53 Victoria Crosses there.” The article concluded that:
If Rudd commemorates the great victories there [the Western Front],
Australians could hold their heads up high this Anzac Day instead of
remembering again our defeat under the British at Gallipoli. He can
go to Anzac Cove in seven years for the big 2015 centenary, but this
year’s commemoration should be all about France.128

This nationalist inspired line of argument appealed to Gough Whitlam,
who publicly applauded the Department of Veterans’ Affairs for “finally
organising” a Dawn Service at Villers Bretonneux.129
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the Western
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But by casting the “new era” for Anzac in a framework of nationalism, the
real break with tradition that the Dawn Service at Villers Bretonneux
signified is lost. Anzac Day 2008 was significant because the events at
Villers Bretonneux highlight the way private memory is now largely
influencing the tone and direction of public remembrance of the place. We
can see this through those who were making calls for future dawn services
at Villers Bretonneux; through the centrality of notions of return,
especially those of family, surrounding the 2008 service; and through the
attitudes expressed towards the people of Villers Bretonneux.

On Anzac Day relatives of those who served at Villers Bretonneux were
quoted in newspapers as saying “they would like to see” the government
institute an annual dawn service at Villers Bretonneux. When questioned,
Alan Griffin commented that he would “seriously consider” such an
arrangement.130 In a clear indication that it is not the government which is
driving the heightened interest in Villers Bretonneux, he conceded on the
following day that the number of people who attended the dawn service
suggests that “it could probably have happened some time ago”.131 And
once newspapers began reporting that “many hope” that official
ceremonies at Villers Bretonneux will “carry on in tandem with the
Gallipoli tradition”, and that “An Anzac Day dawn service on the Western
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Front is now almost certain to become an annual event” the government’s
hand may well be forced on the issue.132 Only the bravest of governments
could countenance the backlash of potential headlines declaring that they
did not care for “our brave Diggers”, which would no doubt follow a
decision not to make the Villers Bretonneux dawn service an annual event.

The content and coverage of the 2008 Villers Bretonneux dawn service
contained a strong sense of return. This manifested itself firstly through
media coverage which effectively returned the events of Second Villers
Bretonneux to the national memory,133 but there was also a great deal of
very literal returning going on at Villers Bretonneux for Anzac Day 2008.
Newspapers recounted the story of a picture of a saint, and a prayer card,
both picked up by Private Thomas Treacy from the rubble that had been
the St Jean de Baptiste church in Villers Bretonneux in 1918, and taken to
Australia after the war; and the way these items were handed to one of the
Tour Leaders heading to Villers Bretonneux in 2008, to be returned to the
church. And a wooden cross, dubbed “the Villers cross” by the media,
erected in the woods near Villers Bretonneux in 1918 to remember the
Australians who had died at Second Villers Bretonneux, and which was
taken to Australia during the 1930s, was “carefully packed” to survive the
return journey back to Villers Bretonneux for the dawn service.134 And of
course the Australian people returned to Villers Bretonneux, many of them
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returning to “retrace the fatal footsteps” of grandfathers, great uncles, and
even the more distant relations such as a great-grandmother’s nephew,
much as John Howard had done years before.135

This notion of return, so familiar in the private memories of Australian
families who have made the journey to the Western Front on behalf of
others, as we have seen, was highlighted in the ceremony itself, signified
through the positioning of the returned “Villers cross” at centre stage
beside the lectern, and in the reverence accorded it through the placing of
wreaths at its base. The place of family for memories of Villers
Bretonneux was also emphasised at the Villers Bretonneux dawn service in
the way Donald Elliott McCombe, grand nephew of Pompey Elliott, was
chosen to read the Psalm. Families who had made the journey to Villers
Bretonneux together, and those who simply watched or read about the
ceremony in Australia, could empathise with McCombe when he
commented that “Being on the ground where Pompey was 90 years ago
gets you deep in the breadbasket…. It was very emotional.”136

Griffin’s emotional, and public, thank you to the people of Villers
Bretonneux in the ceremony of the dawn service also mirrors the thanks
Australian visitors had privately been expressing for years. Visitors’ books
from the cemeteries surrounding the town provide ample evidence of this.
The students of Nepean High, for example, left a message to say:
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Thank you to whomever maintains this sacred part of France. Vive
l’Australie et viva la France – good friends.137

And of the thirty five entries written by Australians in the visitors’ book at
the cemetery that is home to the Australian National Memorial between 9
and 20 April 2003, there were dozens of entries thanking the people of
Villers Bretonneux for looking after the graves of Australians.138 These
visitors assume that it is the local French population, not the staff of the
Commonwealth War Graves Commission, who care for the Australian
graves. The Commission, bastion of official memory, remains as irrelevant
for Australians today as it was for the bereaved in the 1930s. Villers
Bretonneux struck a chord for bereaved Australians in the 1920s and 1930s
because of the image of the townspeople tending Australian graves; it
continues to do so because the memory of Australians there is maintained
by the local people.

The unveiling of the Australian National Memorial at Villers Bretonneux
in 1938 marked the triumph of public memory over private: seventy years
later, at the 2008 Dawn Service, that dominance was being chipped away.
This was clearly evident when Alan Griffin conveyed Australia’s thanks to
the local people. Through the use of plain, genuine language, it was easy to
imagine that Alan Griffin really did represent the people of Australia, and
that he was saying to the people of Villers Bretonneux exactly what Billy
Braithwaite’s mother, or Cyril Lawrence’s mother, would have wanted to
say to the people of France ninety years ago. Official memory had finally
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caught up with private memories of the place. And Villers Bretonneux has
meaning anew for Australians.
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Conclusion

The prominent reminders of Australia which are dotted around Villers
Bretonneux demonstrate that the town has long been a place of meaning for
Australians. But the essence of that meaning is not at all straightforward. At
Victoria College the plaques in the classrooms and around the playground
demand: “Do not forget Australia”. But they do nothing to elaborate on
precisely what, or whom, it is that should not be forgotten. The preceding
chapters have uncovered that there are many different aspects to the meaning of
Villers Bretonneux for Australians, and that these meanings have not remained
fixed over time.

A walk through the town of Villers Bretonneux offers an insight into the various
meanings which were attached to the town for Australians in 1918. A modest
memorial tablet lies alongside the local monument aux morts; the inscription on
the plaque records that it is dedicated to the Australian soldiers who died in
defense of the town. This small tablet is emblematic of the multiple meanings
Villers Bretonneux has had for Australians since the AIF fought and died there.
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Figure c.1: Tablet honouring
the Australian soldiers in
Villers Bretonneux.

At the most obvious level, Villers Bretonneux has meaning to Australians
because it was a place in which the Australian soldiers saw much fighting.
Thousands of Australian men were of course at Villers Bretonneux in 1918: in
April they helped stem the tide of the German advance, and in August they
played their part in Germany’s Black Day, advancing eastwards from Villers
Bretonneux. The fighting that the AIF was involved in there marks an important
phase in the history of Australia’s war, through both the self confident
leadership of men like Pompey Elliott and Thomas Glasgow, and through the
efficiency and discipline of the Australian troops who successfully reached their
objectives at Second Villers Bretonneux, despite such difficult circumstances.

But the men of the AIF were involved in much more than that one counter
attack at Villers Bretonneux in 1918, and the memorial tablet in the centre of the
town also hints at some of the alternative meanings of the place for Australians.
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The wording of the plaque highlights that Villers Bretonneux was a place where
Australians died in 1918, evidence of the way the town took on significance for
Australians as a place of loss. The memorial tablet in the centre of Villers
Bretonneux therefore symbolises both the victory, and the loss, experienced by
Australians there in 1918.

The tablet, located within the heart of the town, also reflects the central role the
Australian men played in the life of the town while they lived there. By placing
the memorial to the Australian soldiers alongside the monument aux morts, the
local population remembers the Australian dead at the same time as they
remember their own dead. The location of the tablet is also, then, a reminder of
the meaning the town had to Australians as a place where surrogate family
relationships were formed as a result of the war.

These varied meanings of Villers Bretonneux have always coexisted, sometimes
complementing, sometimes competing with each other. In 1918 the Australian
soldiers experienced Villers Bretonneux as a place where they fought, and won,
which placed Villers Bretonneux firmly in the pantheon of traditional military
history. At the same time it was a place where the soldiers met, and helped,
French civilians. It was a place where they raided cellars and got drunk on
French champagne; and it was also a place where they were forced to say
farewell to many mates. Here were evidenced elements of domesticity, the
larrikin Digger, and bereavement.
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These elements also surrounded notions of Villers Bretonneux on the
homefront. Australians at home read of Villers Bretonneux in newspapers, and
learnt that it was a place where their men achieved great feats of arms, charging
at the Germans with their bayonets. Letters from the Front were filled with
images of Australian sons, brothers and husbands being welcomed into warm,
domestic circles there; drawn into surrogate families when they were so far
removed from their biological families. Martial images of Villers Bretonneux
sat alongside these domestic ones; all too often these were also crowded by
images of Villers Bretonneux as a faraway place from which a loved one would
never return.

The adoption of Villers Bretonneux in 1920 found such a positive response
across much of Victoria precisely because it was a place which appealed to
people on a number of different levels. When Monash, Elliott and Gellibrand all
referred to the fighting undertaken by the AIF around Villers Bretonneux at the
initial meeting for the adoption scheme in October 1920, they were tapping into
a common positive meaning of the town for Victorians – ex soldiers and
civilians alike. Villers Bretonneux was a place Australians could think of and be
proud, because it was there that they had played an important role in the
outcome of the war.
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The adoption of Villers Bretonneux also demonstrates the way different
meanings of the place coexisted - in the way the scheme was so well received
amongst people who had a pre-existing bond with the place. Councillor Hall,
the Mayor of Brighton, worked hard to publicise the adoption because it was a
place he felt connected to as a result of his son’s war service there. And Mr
Johnson, of Woodend, was inspired to hold a fundraising lecture on Villers
Bretonneux, with slides, so that his neighbours could learn about a place he had
lived in during the war, and how the war had brought about such devastation for
that place. And for people like “M.C.H”, money was sent to Villers Bretonneux
because it was a place so deeply associated with loss. The adoption of Villers
Bretonneux therefore expressed the varied meanings of the place for Victorians,
at the same time as it offered them the opportunity to deepen the connections
they felt with the area.

Because Villers Bretonneux remained a place of such importance for
Australians beyond the war years, it was seen by some as a useful platform from
which to promote particular versions of Australia’s war. The Director of
Education in Victoria, Frank Tate, worked hard in late 1921 and early 1922 to
convince his colleagues to support the adoption of Villers Bretonneux. Like
many others who were motivated to support the adoption scheme, Tate felt that
Villers Bretonneux was a place which had been invested with meaning for
Australians as a result of the war. But he was also intent on donating a large
sum of money to the Victorian Villers Bretonneux Fund because he knew that
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he would then have the power to create a memory of the war effort of the
Education Department. Tate therefore utilised Villers Bretonneux as a place to
counter the way the schools’ efforts were being ignored in the dominant
memory of the war which was being created on Australian soil.

In contrast to Tate’s broad concept of what exactly constituted “war effort”,
Villers Bretonneux was used in the Official History to reinforce Bean’s soldiercentric view of the war. In the pages of Bean’s history Villers Bretonneux has
meaning as a place where the Australian soldiers designed and carried out a
decisive victory against the Germans. It also has meaning in his story insofar as
it is used to demonstrate the superiority of the Anzacs compared to the
Tommies. But the broader importance of Villers Bretonneux for Australians, as
a place where lives were lived and lost, was downplayed in the Official History.

This selective memory of Villers Bretonneux found its quintessential expression
with the Australian National Memorial, built outside the town during the 1930s.
This was a soldiers’ Memorial, built to recall the importance of the fighting
Australian men had undertaken there in the name of nation, and in the name of
Empire; it was designed to overshadow and exclude any lingering sentiments of
loss Australians may still have held in relation to Villers Bretonneux, or of any
personal connections still maintained with the people of the town.
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By using Villers Bretonneux to help construct this official, public memory,
which stressed such a narrow, masculine version of the war, the town was
divested of much of its relevance for Australians who had no first hand
memories of the place. As a consequence, Villers Bretonneux disappeared from
public memory. This was clearly evident in the difficulties that faced the
Twinning of Robinvale and Villers Bretonneux in the 1980s. Although Gallipoli
and Anzac were the subject of a revival of interest at the national level, Villers
Bretonneux was not. The high point of the Twinning for the people of
Robinvale was the fact that the French people had chosen their town ahead of
Ballarat and Horsham. Any deeper meanings of Villers Bretonneux for
Robinvale were not articulated until the twentieth anniversary of the Twinning
in 2005.

Robinvale’s “discovery” of Villers Bretonneux as a place of meaning for
Australians prefaced the “rediscovery” of the town on the national stage in
2008. The ninetieth anniversary of Second Villers Bretonneux saw the town
being promoted as the nation’s “other” Anzac Day, and major newspapers
carried advertisements for package tours to the first official dawn service ever to
be held on the Western Front for Anzac Day 2008.

This dawn service had a number of parallels with the ceremony held seventy
years earlier to unveil the National Memorial at Villers Bretonneux. Both of
these ceremonies were held at the site of a Memorial which was built to recall
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the war effort of only the men who served; and both were surrounded by a flurry
of media interest in the place. Both ceremonies also followed a format that
included prayers, hymns, the Ode and the Last Post; and both included a number
of speeches made by dignitaries. As such, the dawn service in 2008 was an
opportunity to spell out the meaning of Villers Bretonneux for Australia, just as
the unveiling ceremony had been in 1938.

But here the similarities end. Where there was jubilation in 1938, in 2008 there
were hushed tones; the glare and heat of a summer’s afternoon in 1938, versus
darkness and biting cold in 2008. And while the 1938 ceremony was an event
for the elite, the 2008 ceremony was designed to be inclusive. It is not
surprising then, that the meaning invested into Villers Bretonneux at the two
ceremonies was different in tone. While the unveiling of the Australian National
Memorial at Villers Bretonneux in 1938 marked the triumph of public memory
over private, the dawn service held there seventy years later saw that dominance
being whittled away.

Although Villers Bretonneux had disappeared from the official stories of
national commemoration as Gallipoli became entrenched as the quintessential
Australian war story, the town had not completely disappeared from private
memory. The numbers of Australian visitors to the town in the years after the
Second World War had, after all, prompted the formation of the Villers
Bretonneux Welcome Australia Committee. But distracted by the romance, and
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the narrative appeal, of the Gallipoli story, the media largely ignored the
significance of Villers Bretonneux for Australians for decades.

The media “rediscovered” Villers Bretonneux on Anzac Day 2008. Many of the
newspaper articles published on the town for the ninetieth anniversary
contextualised the place through references to the fighting the Diggers
undertook there during Second Villers Bretonneux, but these were outnumbered
by stories which highlighted the significance the town still has for Australians
as a place which connects them to their family’s past.

While the media

coverage of Villers Bretonneux for Anzac Day 2008 is evidence of both the
nationalistic hype that can surround these sorts of anniversaries, at the same
time it is evidence of the way the media had been well and truly “scooped” by
much of the general public.

They were reporting on a place successive

generations of Australians had remained interested in, on a personal level,
because family members had been there in 1918.

So through the story of Villers Bretonneux evidence can be found of the
multiple meanings that can be attached to places. These meanings can
complement and compete, but they do not necessarily remain static over time.
The many meanings of Villers Bretonneux for Australians over the last ninety
years are the result of relationships – at an official, and international level, and
at more personal, private levels. By charting the ebb and flow of the importance
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attached to these various meanings over time, Villers Bretonneux helps locate
changing Australian attitudes to the Great War.
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Epilogue

Villers Bretonneux found.

Eight years after I first discovered Villers Bretonneux on that cold January day
early in 2000, the journey I had been taking to “Villers” in my research was
drawing to a close. Word count almost met, editing almost done, reserves of
motivation almost empty; yet also a sense of sadness and frustration that not a
great deal had changed since Patsy Adam-Smith lamented, almost three decades
earlier, that Australians had largely forgotten Villers Bretonneux and her
people.

This of course had driven me to begin my search for Villers Bretonneux when I
returned to Australia after my initial visit there in 2000. Gallipoli was a costly
defeat for the Australians, suffered for the sake of Empire, many of my
undergraduate subjects had informed me in the early nineties; and Anzac Day
was a militaristic, masculinist celebration of Australia’s dependence on “great
and powerful” friends, past and present. So Villers Bretonneux appealed to me
from the outset because it offered a different script for Australian
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commemoration of war: Second Villers Bretonneux was a victory, a victory
designed and executed by Australians moreover, so it did not possess the same
Imperial odour Gallipoli had always suffered from in my imagination. I wanted
to know more about that battle, fought on the third anniversary of Anzac Day;
an important battle that I had nevertheless only learnt about by happening on the
Australian Memorial at Villers Bretonneux. I also felt very strongly that there
was an injustice being done to the Australian public each Anzac Day, in that
they were being fed stories of the birth of the nation at Gallipoli, when Villers
Bretonneux suggested that there were much richer stories of the nation’s war
heritage which needed to be told. And I wanted Australians to be as familiar
with the Villers Bretonneux story as they were with the events that had taken
place at Gallipoli.

Back on Australian soil my search for Villers Bretonneux began with CEW
Bean and the Official History. I read of the Michael offensive launched in early
1918, of First and Second Villers Bretonneux, and about Germany’s “Black
Day”. I was introduced to soldiers like Captain Coghill, outsmarting the
advancing Germans in the first battle for the town; like Albert Amess, wounded
five times before he left the action of the front line; and Sadlier and Stokes, who
killed German machine gunners concealed in the woods beside Villers
Bretonneux after British soldiers had failed to find them.
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But Bean’s account of Villers Bretonneux, although it highlighted the
impressive Australian victory, was subsumed into the overarching theme of his
work: proving that Australia was a nation of brave, strong, resourceful men
from the bush. This was much the same story of Villers Bretonneux I had found
when I visited the Australian National Memorial there. It was a selective version
of the time the Australian men had spent at Villers Bretonneux in 1918,
emphasising the supposed attributes of the soldiers at the expense of accounts of
the times where the Australian men were confused, anxious, afraid and killed.
This was a place to start from, but it was definitely not what I was searching for
in my history of Villers Bretonneux.

And so I returned to Villers Bretonneux for Anzac Day 2003, armed with
chocolate koalas to distribute to the children, and searching for a sense of the
personal and the private for Australians at Villers Bretonneux. The day was wet
and cold, and people stood huddled under umbrellas in front of the Memorial,
waiting for the ceremony to begin. The Australian and French flags, drenched,
hung lifelessly from the flagpole, and Australian soldiers stood at ease on either
side of the dais, the rain dripping from their slouch hats. A French martial band
stood alongside. Somewhere a microphone was switched on, amplifying the
sound of the rain.

Around half an hour after the scheduled start time the MC announced that the
weather was so bad that the aeroplane in which the French Secretary of State for
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Veterans’ Affairs was travelling could not land, so we would all need to wait
until he made his way to the Memorial by car. When he eventually arrived the
official speeches he and the other dignitaries made drew heavily on Bean’s
Official History, referring to the birth of the Australian nation on the shores of
Gallipoli, and to the gratitude of the French towards the Australians who had
been involved in Second Villers Bretonneux. I was left as unmoved as I often
am by the platitudes about sacrifice, heroism and the supposed birth of the
Australian nation at Anzac ceremonies held in Australia.

The speeches I listened to, and the mood of the day, were at odds with my
expectations of the trip. In the three years since I had first visited Villers
Bretonneux I had read of the way the children of Victoria College sang
Waltzing Matilda for many visiting Australians. I had read of the trip Alan
Wood, MP for the Victorian State seat of Swan Hill, had made there, and how
he had been met with the opened arms of the townspeople. And I had checked
with the staff of the Australian Embassy in Paris and so I knew that there was
going to be a “bread and champagne” reception in the School Hall after the
formalities at the Memorial. Hundreds of Australians crammed into the Hall and
enjoyed the bread, and the champagne, distributed by smiling French women,
and they took photos of the wooden panels – decorated with Australian fauna –
and spoke excitedly with each other about the novelty of Australia being
remembered so far away from home.
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But there were no officials there to make speeches. After delivering their
formulaic speeches at the official ceremony at Villers Bretonneux they travelled
to Bullecourt to make more speeches filled with more references to the
sacrifices made by the men who fought.

This official style of war commemoration has an appeal for some. When Phillip,
who had taken me to Villers Bretonneux in 2000, returned to Villers Bretonneux
for Anzac Day 2001, his experience there was overwhelmingly positive. He
travelled there as part of a battlefield tour for Australian military personnel
working in the UK, and he was surrounded by numerous “old mates” he had
either recently worked and sometimes served with, or been through ADFA with.
He attended the Anzac ceremony at Villers Bretonneux dressed in his RAAF
uniform, and lined up in ranks to the side of the dais while the ceremony was
held. His enduring memories of the service centre on his feelings of surprise,
and pride, in the fact that so many Australians and French locals attended the
service, along with the poignant beauty of the bugler playing the Last Post from
the top of the tower of the Australian National Memorial.

But I came home to Australia after Anzac Day 2003 disappointed with what I
had found, or failed to find, at Villers Bretonneux. It was only five years later,
when Alan Griffin declared that the Villers Bretonneux “story is not as wellknown in Australia as it should be”, and thanked the people of Villers
Bretonneux, that the disquiet I had been feeling over Villers Bretonneux
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evaporated. The private, emotional heart of the meaning of Villers Bretonneux
for Australians had begun to be acknowledged in a very public way.

At the heart of these private meanings lies family. And it was family that helped
me to find Villers Bretonneux, in a literal sense, as well as figuratively. Villers
Bretonneux, through inserting the French into the history of Australians and the
Great War, highlights the way Australians were involved in the conflict not just
as a member of the Imperial family, but as a part of a broader family of an
international alliance. French families became surrogate families to Australian
soldiers; and through their men folk at the Front, Australian families at home
became more familiar with the French. The language of family was also
deliberately used when the bonds between Villers Bretonneux were deepened
after the war – the town was adopted by Victorians, just as the townspeople had
adopted Australian men into their families throughout 1918. And as the
adoption was being promoted to Victorians, the women and children of Villers
Bretonneux cared for the graves of Australian soldiers, just as their families in
Australia longed to do. The role of Frank Tate, and the Victorian Education
Department, is evidence of the way the adoption of Villers Bretonneux was also
used to publicise one of the ways families, and especially children, had
experienced the war. The National Memorial at Villers Bretonneux, and the
official ceremonies held there, demonstrates the way families were deliberately
ignored in the official memory constructed in the inter war years; and how they
are shaping the regeneration of interest in Australia’s war effort now. And it
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was Australian families, and their wealth of private memories of Villers
Bretonneux, which began to be acknowledged on Anzac Day 2008, that told me
that the journey I had been on in my search for Villers Bretonneux was now at
an end.
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